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Mohammed Atef was furious.

The Al Qaeda leader had learned that a subordinate had broken the rules repeatedly.  So
he did his duty as the feared military chief of a global terror network:  He fired off a memo.

In two pages mixing flowery religious terms with itemized complaints, the Egyptian boss
accused the militant of misappropriating cash, a car, sick leave, research papers and an air
conditioner during “an austerity situation” for the network.  He demanded a detailed letter of
explanation.

“I was very upset by what you did,” Atef wrote. “I obtained 75,000 rupees for you and
your family’s trip to Egypt.  I learned that you did not submit the voucher to the accountant.”1

To: Anyone Who Seeks to Influence Policy and Management
From: Bob Behn

Date: Timeless2

Re: The Craft of Memo Writing

You can influence people — and thus both policy and implementation — in three ways:  by
writing, by speaking, and by sending symbolic signals.  Early in your career, your writing may be your
most important tool of influence.  If your ideas make sense on paper, others may invite you to explain
them to larger audiences.  And as your career progresses, you will be able to engage in symbolic
activities to personally dramatize the messages you send by writing and speaking.

To influence policy, competence in writing has long been necessary.  In his autobiography,
Benjamin Franklin recalled that “prose-writing has been of great use to me in the course of my life,
and was a principal means of my advancement.”3  Indeed, of the North American colonies, the
historian Gordon Wood observes:

writing competently was such a rare skill that anyone who could do it well
immediately acquired importance.  All the Founders, including Washington, first
gained their reputations by something they wrote.4

Fortunately for you, writing competently is still — two-plus centuries later — a rare skill.

Unfortunately, you may never acquire the importance and influence that you seek — and
make the career advances that you desire — without first developing your ability to write clearly,
coherently, and persuasively.  Thus, you need to devote significant time, thought, practice, and work
to ensure that your writing is influential.  

You need to become a master of that much maligned — yet genuinely powerful and universally
indispensable — policy tool:  the memo.

The Influential Memo

“If people don’t read what you write, then what you write is a museum
piece.” Theodore Levitt5

In the policy world, everyone reads memos.  Thus, a lot of people must be writing memos.  Yet,
not every memo that is written is also read.  After all, a memo may be tossed to a harried official as he
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or she dashes out of the office, stuffed into a briefcase, and only retrieved with a jumble of other
coffee-stained papers in Seat 29B.  Most policy makers find that their memo-reading time is scarce. 
They refuse to waste this precious asset on junk.6

The Memo-Writer’s Challenge

“Each good memo you write will help your reputation.” Sarah Lamb7

In writing a memo, you are competing for the valuable time of some very influential people.  At
the Kennedy School, a course instructor must read every student’s memo.  After you leave the
Kennedy School, however, no one is required to read a single one of them.

Thus every memo writer faces a challenge:  How do I convince people to read what I have
written.  If you acquire a reputation for producing chaotic, long-winded, obtuse, or irrelevant memos,
they will accumulate in everyone’s someday-I-have-to-read-this-stuff pile.  If you can establish a
reputation for writing organized, concise, clear, informative, and useful  memos, people will start
reading them.  They will start paying attention.

To increase your influence, you need to work at building a reputation for crafting memos that

people believe they have to read.  Then, work at developing a reputation for designing memos that

people want to read.

Your First Sentence

“The Herdmans were absolutely the worst kids in the history of the world.”
Barbara Robinson8

In anything you write, your first sentence is your most important sentence.  If your first
sentence is boring, if your first sentence is incoherent or irrelevant, if your first sentence contains
nothing that is new, or interesting, or informative, no one will read your second sentence.

Thus, you should deliberately craft your first sentence to convince an audience drowning in
paper and flooded with e-mails — someone who is glancing at your memo while waiting for someone
else to answer the phone — that you have some ideas that deserve attention.

� Don't waste your first sentence on boilerplate.

� Don't waste your first sentence telling your readers things they already know.

� Do use your first sentence to convince your very busy audience that the rest of
your memo (or, at least, your next sentence) is a must read.  Use your first
sentence to persuade them that your few pages are precisely what they need to
know to solve one of their most pressing problems.

What makes Barbara Robinson’s first sentence the best first sentence I have ever read? 
Answer:  Because it makes you want to read the second sentence.  Indeed, it compels you to read the
second sentence.  You can’t help yourself.  You just have to know who these Herdman kids are and
what makes them so bad that, on the world’s worstness scale, they are ranked at the very top.

The purpose of your first sentence is to convince your audience to read your second sentence.
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Writing and Analytical Thinking

“The objective of languages is not only, as is commonly believed, to express
ideas and images by signs.  Languages are also genuine analytical
methods, with the aid of which we proceed from the known to the
unknown. . . .  An analytical method is a language; a language is an
analytical method, and these two expressions are, in a certain sense,
synonyms.” Antoine Lavoisier9

Self-critical writing is a necessary tool for thinking analytically.  Indeed, you may not know
what you truly think until you commit that potential (though still amorphous) thought to paper and
then evaluate it analytically, critically, dispassionately:

� Does this sentence make sense?  Does this paragraph make sense?  

� Does my entire memo possess a coherent, internal logic?  

� What are the flaws in my core idea?  In my explanation of this idea?  In the
reasoning and evidence supporting this idea?

� Who might quarrel with my analysis in this memo?  On what basis?  What part of
the memo do I need to modify to anticipate and rebut this criticism?

� Have I been too lazy to think through this problem carefully and clearly and thus
resorted to filling my memo with vacuous jargon?10

This explains why writing is, itself, analytical.  Like any analytical method, it disciplines thinking. 
Like any analytical method, it can be employed imperfectly or even badly.  Nevertheless, analytical
writing can foster analytical thinking.

The Russian psychologist, Lev Vygotsky, argued that thinking was an internal conversation
and that writing down such thinking made these thoughts more explicit.  Moreover, the individual,
through the struggle to commit to paper his or her precise thoughts, did not merely clarify and polish
these ideas but also began to uncover new ideas and new ways of thinking about the problem.11

In a U.S. Supreme Court case concerning religious invocations at high school graduations,
Justice Anthony Kennedy, in a preliminary vote, sided with a majority of justices to uphold the prayer
as constitutional and was assigned the task of writing the decision.  But, as he struggled to put his
ideas down on paper, as he sought to make his thinking precise, he changed his mind:  “After writing
to reverse the high school graduation prayer case, my draft looked quite wrong.  So I have written it to
rule in favor of the objecting student.”12

An effective policy memo is convincing because of the coherence of its underlying logic — and
because of the clarity of its presentation of that logic.  The logic emerges, however, only from careful
thinking — from thinking that is disciplined by the need to put down on paper words that
unambiguously explain these ideas and that deal equally explicitly with, at least, the most obvious or
relevant objections.

Good writing requires good thinking.  No writer can save poor thinking.  You cannot rescue
poor ideas with clever words.  But bad writing can — and too often does —  sabotage good thinking.
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Form Follows Function

“It is the pervading law of all things organic and inorganic, of all things
physical and metaphysical, of all things human and all things
super-human, of all true manifestations of the head, of the heart, of the
soul, that the life is recognizable in its expression, that form ever follows
function. This is the law.” Louis Sullivan13

Louis Sullivan, the architect who helped rebuild Chicago after the fire of 1871, had it right —

and not just about buildings.  He also had it right about memos:  Form follows function.

A memo can serve a variety of functions:  to convey an idea; to influence your audience’s
thinking; to convince people that your proposed policy is superior; to persuade people to implement
your management strategy.  Thus, when writing a memo, don’t surrender to some mindless template. 

Instead, create a form for your memo that best performs this function — that most persuasively
presents your message.

Help your reader understand your message.  Don’t bury your key idea in the middle of page 3. 
Don’t save it until the end, as if you were Anne Perry crafting an enigmatic mystery novel.  Do
organize every paragraph so that its key point is absolutely clear — so that it jumps off the page.

Design Your Memo

“Most people make the mistake of thinking design is what it looks like . .
. . That's not what we think design is . . . . Design is how it works.”

Steve Jobs14

Don’t just write your memo.  Design it.  Employ headings and subheadings, bullets and italics
— and white space too — to impart the structure of your argument and to highlight your key points. 
Design your memo so that a reader can scan it quickly and grasp your message.

At the same time, don’t distract the reader by mixing in too many fancy fonts, by underlining
too many words, by creating too many subsections with too many subheadings, by puncturing the
page with too many bullets.  If your formatting is too confusing, you will only distract or discourage
potential readers.

Avoid the obtuse background section.  Lazy writers dump into a background section all of the
information that they think their audience might need to know (though they never explain why). 
Whenever a reader’s eyes see the dreaded “Background” heading, his or her neurons fire the word
“Boring.”  No one reads the background section.  At best, your audience skips it and goes looking for
something interesting; at worst, people simply toss your memo.  So, instead of the background dump,
only tell your audience the key facts when they need to know them.15

Finally, avoid the impenetrable, intimidating page.  Don’t make any single page too
overwhelming.  Don’t make any paragraph too dense.  Don’t make any sentence too long.  Design your
memo to entice your audience to read it.

The design of your memo is not, however, something that you put in at the end to make it look
pretty.  You need to consider your design from the very beginning.  Then as your thinking evolves, you
need to simultaneously modify both your ideas and your design, testing whether your latest design
presents your thinking best, or discovering that it exposes some weaknesses in your thinking, thus
requiring that you modify your thinking — your ideas, your words, your sentences, and your design.
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Of Apple’s design, Jobs notes:  “People think it's this veneer — that the designers are handed
this box and told, ‘Make it look good!’ That's not what we think design is. It's not just what it looks
like and feels like. Design is how it works.”16  You have to design your memo so it works — so it has
influence.

Write for Your Personal Audience

“Never treat your audience as customers, always as partners.”
Jimmy Stewart17

Usually, when you write a memo, you are writing it for your team, your colleagues, your
partners (who may even be your friends).  Yes, you may be addressing it to your boss.  Or you may be
drafting it for your boss to review, maybe tweak, initial, and forward to his or her boss.  Still, you are
a partner on the team that will, if your memo is influential, act on your ideas.

Thus, you will know your audience personally.  You will know how your partners think.  You
will know how each of them likes to receive information.  You will understand what they know and
don’t know.  Use this inside information to your advantage — to ensure that the content and design of
your memo responds directly to your audience’s presentation preferences, current knowledge, and
strategic needs.

Unless your purpose is to keep yourself out of jail, you are writing not for your own benefit but
for your partner’s.  What does your team want?  Need?  What problems does your team think it has? 
Actually has?  Design your memo to solve one of your team’s most pressing problems:

� Maybe your partners need some basic information.

� Maybe your partners need to understand the core dilemma of a complex problem.

� Maybe your partners need to choose from a plethora of competing alternatives.

� Maybe your partners need to a new, innovative management strategy.

Design your memo to answer your team’s pressing questions — to help solve a currently important
problem.  Yes, if you write a particularly brilliant memo (or a particularly scandalous one), it may be
photocopied and widely circulated.  Still, you are writing your memo not for mass circulation but for a
very small, very specific, very individualized audience.

At the same time, remember that you may have a secondary audience.  If your team likes your
memo, someone may wish to circulate it more widely.  Thus, design your memo so that it could be
distributed to educate a wider audience with little or no revisions (and so that it can be leaked with
little or no embarrassment).18

Write for Real People, Not Bureaucrats

“Lincoln never used a two- or three-syllable word where a one-syllable word
would do.” Ted Sorensen19

Make it easy for your readers to obtain the information and analysis that they seek and the
insight that you possess.
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� Be direct.  If you are too subtle — too clever — your audience may misinterpret
your ideas.

� Abstain from boredom.  If your writing is dull, people will assume you are too.

� Avoid fancy words.  If you wouldn’t use a word or a phrase in an e-mail to your
college roommate, don’t use it in a memo.

� Make reading effortless.  If your reader must wade through long, convoluted
sentences, if your reader must struggle to understand the structure of your
memo, if your reader can’t figure out your message, your memo is trash.

Usually, your audience for a memo is an individual (plus, perhaps, a few of his or her partners). 
Write for that very specific individual.

Satisfy Your Readers’ Expectations

“To improve your writing, learn how readers go about their reading.

Readers know where to look for what.  Learning what readers do allows a
writer to control what readers learn.” George Gopen20

From his study of readers and writing, George Gopen concludes that “readers do not simply
read; they interpret.”21  Moreover, their interpretations are driven by their expectations for the
structure of what they are reading.  

The people who read your memos come to the task with expectations.  Satisfy them. In
particular, when reading a sentence, your readers expect to find certain things in certain places.  

� The reader expects to find the agent of the action in the subject of the sentence. 

If you fail to specify who did or should do what, your audience will be confused. 
They will not understand how things really happened in the past, or who you
think should make something happen in the future.  In a policy or management
memo, you need to do more than say what should happen.  You have to explain

who, exactly, has to do what to make that happen.  You should give this who —
this agent who will make happen what you want to happen — the place of honor
in the subject of your sentence.22

� The reader expects “a grammatical subject to be followed immediately by the
verb.”23  Don’t clutter up the space between subject and verb with several other
words; move them to either before or after the subject-verb part of the sentence.

� The reader expects to find the emphasis at the end of the sentence — in the
“stress position.”  When you write your “shitty first draft”24 of any sentence, you
may tack a variety of phrases on to the end.  You knew that these words belonged
somewhere in the sentence, but you couldn’t figure out where.  Still, it should be

clear where they do not belong.  These words do not belong at the end of the
sentence.  You should reserve the end of your sentence for the word or phrase
that emphasizes your sentence’s big point.

� The reader expects to find old information at the beginning of a sentence — in the
“topic position.”  This material links the sentence to what has come before and
provides the context for what is about to follow.
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Moreover, your readers expect you to express parallel ideas with parallel construction.  For
example, if you create a list of items, you should create a common format for all items in this list.  If
you employ a set of bullets, you should begin each bullet in the same way — for example, with the
subject of the sentence that composes the bullet, or with a verb.  If the first bullet is a question, the
subsequent bullets should all be questions.  (See the bullets above and below and Mr. Jefferson’s.25)

Your readers also expect that the number of items on an initial, overview list will match the
number of items on the subsequent, more detailed version of that list.  For example, if, in your first
paragraph, you write that your memo will focus on five specific problems, your reader expects that the
rest of your memo will be organized around these same five problems — not around three problems,
or six data sets, or 14 tactics.

If you satisfy your readers’ expectations, they will find it easier to recognize your brilliance.

The Table and The Chart

“Much of the world these days is observed and assessed quantitatively —
and well-designed graphics are far more effective than words in showing
such observations.” Edward Tufte26

Sometimes, you can make your point more quickly, more clearly, more effectively, and with
more detail by using a table, a chart, or some other graphic.  This, however, depends not only on the
nature of your ideas but also on your audience’s desires.  If your audience likes graphs, give them
graphs.  If your audience hates graphs, find a way to make your point without one.

As when you write a sentence or paragraph, first determine what message you want to send. 
Then select a graphic format and design it to convey — indeed, to dramatize — your message.  For
this purpose, a pie chart is almost always useless.  Tufte writes:  “A table is nearly always better than
a dumb pie chart:  the only worse design than a pie chart is several of them.”27  Just because Bill
Gates has given you the ability to create a pie chart doesn’t mean that you should.

An effective graphic will pass “the photocopy test.”  After all, a good graphic — just like a good
memo — is apt to be photocopied and distributed.  But will your graphic — without your
accompanying text — be comprehensible?  This is “the photocopy test”:  If a graphic can be
completely understood without any supplementary words, it passes this test.

Thus, for example, you should make sure that any graph you design has:

� a title that explains the point of the graph;

� the source of the data;

� clearly labeled axes; and

� two reasonable and clearly labeled scales.  (Just because Bill Gates wants the tick
marks at 13.47, 16.92, 20.37, . . .  doesn’t mean that you should put them there.)

A graph that fails to satisfy one of these conditions, a graph that fails to pass the photocopy test, is a
graph that is worse than useless.  It is a graph that wastes people’s valuable time without conveying
any useful information.
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There Is No Such Thing As Good Writing, Only Good Rewriting

George Plimpton:  “How much rewriting do you do?”

Ernest Hemingway:  “It depends.  I rewrote the ending to Farewell to Arms,
the last page of it, thirty-nine times before I was satisfied.”

Plimpton:  “Was there some technical problem there?  What was it that had
stumped you?”

Hemingway:  “Getting the words right.”28

Getting the words right.  This requires rewriting.  And rewriting.  And then more rewriting.29

You need to get your words right, because your audience will only read so much.  Maybe this
limit is five pages.  Maybe it is only one page.  Regardless of this limit, you will be pressed to live
within its constraints — to include all of your absolutely essential ideas without violating your
audience’s patience.  This requires rewriting.

Unfortunately, this rewriting is work.  It takes time.30  As Blaise Pascal wrote to a friend, “I
have made this letter longer than usual because I lack the time to make it shorter.”31

Still, it usually makes sense to write long and edit.  Start with a big brain dump — with all of
the many ideas that you would like to make.  Then, realizing that your audience won’t possibly read
all of this stuff, you will need to cut.  

But how?  “How can I possibly delete any of my absolutely essential ideas and captivatingly
clever words32 without which a reader will never understand the sophistication of my thinking?”

To the rescue rides William Strunk:  “Omit needless words.  Omit needless words.  Omit
needless words,” he told generations of literary gluttons.33  Ignore this advice at your peril.  Follow it,
and it will help you rewrite to your audience’s satisfaction.  Still, this advice is difficult to implement. 
It requires you to ruthlessly purge your most cherished words.  Fortunately, for this task, George
Orwell provides a useful rule:  “If it is possible to cut out a word, always cut it out.”34  

The first candidate for the hatchet is the phrase “going forward.”  I have yet to encounter a
sentence in which these two words eliminated any ambiguity.35

Another is the last sentence.  David S. Mundel argues:  “If one need to shorten a
memorandum, the last sentence ought to be removed, unless this sentence is very important.  And if
this sentence is this important, it should generally not be the last sentence.”36

You can examine any policy topic in a multiplicity of lengths.  About any subject, you can
write a 700-page encyclopedia or a 700-word op-ed piece.  So before you start to write your memo,
you have to determine how long (at least, approximately) it can be.

Are you charged with writing a lean, one-page memo?  If so write an opulent, two-page draft. 
Then get brutal.  Lop off sentences.  Discard words.37  Rearrange paragraphs.  And then, having pared
your literary masterpiece down to one page and four lines, don’t mess with the font.  You’ll be
tempted.  Don’t.  Don’t engage in the all-too-obvious trick of reducing the font size until those four
lines are all absorbed onto page one (and the resulting words are indistinguishable from ancient
microglyphics).

This is when you earn your memo-writing laurels.  This is when you combine literary brutality
and intellectual honesty.  This is when you put your draft aside for an hour or a day (or even a week)
and return to it fresh — prepared to recognize how you can rewrite it one more time to be even more
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1. Sebastian Rotella, “Penalty for crossing an Al Qaeda boss?  A nasty memo,” Los Angeles Times,
April 16, 2008.

2. But always subject to multiple rewritings.

3. Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin (Mineola, N.Y.:  Dover [1868] 1996),
p. 10.

4. Gordon S. Wood, The Americanization of Benjamin Franklin (New York:  The Penguin Press, 2004),
p. 20.

5. Bryan Marquard, “Theodore Levitt, 81: was top marketing authority at Harvard,” The Boston
Globe, July 6, 2006.  Levitt was professor of marketing at the Harvard Business School, editor of the
Harvard Business Review, and the author of “Marketing Myopia” and two dozen other HBR articles.

Levitt also observed:  “Ideas are useless unless used.  The proof of their values is their
implementation.  Until then, they are in limbo.”  Theodore Levitt, Ted Levitt on Marketing (Boston,
Mass.:  Harvard Business School Publishing, 2006), p. 179.

6. A philosophical (and scientific) question:  “If a tree falls in a forest, and no animal is there to hear
it, did it make a sound?”

A practical question:  “If a memo is written, and no one reads it, did it have an impact?”

For both questions, the answer is clearly “no.”

Over 125 years ago, a reader of Scientific American (identified only as “S.A.H.”) wrote to ask:  “If a
tree were to fall on an uninhabited island, would there be any sound?”  Here is how Scientific American
responded:

“Sound is vibration, transmitted to our senses through the mechanism of the ear, and recognized
as sound only at our nerve centers.  The falling of the tree or any other disturbance will produce
vibration of the air.  If there be no ears to hear, there will be no sound.  The effect of the
transmission of the vibrations upon surrounding objects will be the same, with or without the
presence of sentient conditions for recognizing them.  Hence there will be vibration but no sound
to the things that cannot hear.”  Scientific American, vol. 50, no. 4 (April 5, 1884), p. 218.

7. Sarah E. Lamb, How to Write It:  A Complete Guide to Everything You’ll Ever Write (Berkeley, Calif.: 
Ten Speed Press, 2006), p. 159.

8. Barbara Robinson, The Best Christmas Pageant Ever (New York: HarperCollins, 1972), p. 1.  If
you have never read this very short children’s book, run out and buy it.  I still can’t read the first page
without laughing so hard I can’t see the words.

concise and simultaneously more clear.  This is when you are forced to decide what is really essential
and what can be held in reserve for the second edition.

For the last — but strictly implicit — sentence of every memo that you will ever write is:

“If you think these thoughts are useful, I have some even better ideas.”38

Notes
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9. Quoted by Jean-Pierre Poirier, Lavoisier:  Chemist, Biologist, Economist (Philadelphia:  University
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11. This point is made by Maryanne Wolf in Proust and the Squid, The Story and Science of the
Reading Brain (New York:  HarperCollins, 2007), p. 73.  For a longer discussion of the relationships
between writing and thinking, see: Richard Menary, “Writing as thinking,” Language Sciences, vol. 29
(2007), pp. 621-632; and Lev Vygotsky, Thought and Language, Alex Kozulin, ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 1986).

12. Quoted in Frederick S. Lane, The Court and the Cross (Boston:  Beacon Press, 2008), p. 119.

13. Louis H. Sullivan, “The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered.” Lippincott’s Magazine, vol. 57
(March 1896), pp 403-09.

14. Rob Walker, “The Guts of a New Machine,” The New York Times, November 30, 2003

15. For an example of how to do this well — of how to introduce key information just when the
audience needs to know it — see Tracy Kidder’s Pulitzer-Prize-winning book, The Soul of a New
Machine (Boston:  Little-Brown, 1981).

16. Walker, “The Guts of a New Machine.”

17. Quoted in:  Skip Press, The Ultimate Writer's Guide to Hollywood (New York:  Barnes & Noble,
2004), p. 199.

18. If your secondary audience does not know things that your primary audience does, you may
want to attach an appendix containing this information.

19. Theodore C. Sorensen, Kennedy (New York:  Harper & Row, 1965), p. 240.  Sorensen’s sentiment
is shared by others:

Winston Churchill:  “Short words are best and the old words when short are best of all.” 
“English Literature is a Glorious Inheritance,” a speech delivered on November 2, 1949 on

receiving the London Times Literary Award.  Winston S. Churchill, Never Give In! The Best of
Winston Churchill’s Speeches (New York: Hyperion, 2003) p. 453.

George Orwell:  "Never use a long word where a short word will do.” 
“Politics and the English Language,” Horizon, vol. 13, no. 76 (April 1946), pp. 252-265.
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The Economist:  “Short words:  Use them. They are often Anglo-Saxon rather than Latin in origin. They
are easy to spell and easy to understand. Thus prefer about to approximately, after to following,
let to permit, but to however, use to utilise, make to manufacture, plant to facility, take part to
participate, set up to establish, enough to sufficient, show to demonstrate and so on.”

From the style guide of The Economist, which contains lots of other useful advice: 
http://www.economist.com/research/styleGuide/

20. https://www.training.nih.gov/writing_courses.  Gopen asserts that the meaning of writing is
derived eighty-five percent from structure.  George D. Gopen, Expectations: Teaching Writing from the
Reader's Perspective (New York: A.B. Longman Publishers, Pearson Education Division, 2004), p. 363.

21. George D. Gopen and Judith A. Swan, “The Science of Scientific Writing,” American Scientist, vol.
78, no. 6 (November-December 1990), pp. 550-558.

22. This expectation of readers explains why your eighth-grade English teacher kept telling you to
avoid the passive voice.  The the passive voice usually leaves out the agent; if it includes one, this
agent is not in the subject.

Recall:  “Mistakes were made.”  Public figures employ this politically convenient sentence
precisely because the passive voice obscures who made these mistakes.

William Safire calls these three words “a passive-evasive way of acknowledging error while
distancing the speaker from responsibility for it.”  For this phrase, the political commentator William
Schneider invented a new tense:  the “past exonerative.”  Safire's Political Dictionary (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 431.

23. George D. Gopen and Judith A. Swan, “The Science of Scientific Writing,” American Scientist, vol.
78, no. 6 (November-December 1990), pp. 550-558.

24. A useful writing guide is Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird:  Some Instructions on Writing and Life (New
York:  Anchor Books, 1994).  See particularly pp. 21-27, where she explains the necessity of writing
“shitty first drafts” that, of course, only you will ever see.

25. In the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson consciously used parallel construction to
indict King George III:

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good.

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless
suspended in their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has
utterly neglected to attend to them.

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless
those people would relinquish the right of Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable
to them and formidable to tyrants only.

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the
depository of their public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his
measures.  [Italics added.]

If you are a better writer than Jefferson, you can ignore your readers’ expectation for parallel
construction.  If, however, your writing has yet to rise to Jefferson’s level, you would benefit from
adopting his practice.

26. Edward R. Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information (Cheshire, Conn.:  Graphics
Press, 1983), p. 87.
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27. Tufte, p. 178.

28. “Ernest Hemingway:  The Art of Fiction,” The Paris Review Interviews:  I  (New York:  Picador,
2006), p. 39.  This book chapter is a reprint of:  George Plimpton, “An Interview with Ernest
Hemingway,” The Paris Review, vol. 18 (Spring 1958), pp. 61-89.

29.  This doesn’t just apply to winners of the Nobel Prize for Literature.  Robert McCloseky, the author
of many books that your parents read to you early in your life — Homer Price, Blueberries for Sal, One
Morning in Maine, and Time of Wonder — observed that he rewrote Make Way for Ducklings “lots and
lots of times.”  Elizabeth Gehrman, “Fuss and Feathers,” The Boston Globe Magazine, September 14,
2014, page 20.

30. I wrote the first version of “The Craft of Memo Writing” years ago.  Since then, I have rewritten,
and rewritten, and rewritten it.  Yet, when I sat down in January 2011 to rewrite and redesign yet
another version, it took me two-and-a-half days.  For this edition, I devoted only a long evening.

31.  “Je n’ai fait celle-ci plus longue parceque je n’ai pas eu le loisir de la faire plus courte.” Blaise
Pascal, Lettres Provinciales, 16 (1657).

32. I actually find it easier to cut my apparently essential ideas than my clever words.  My ideas may
not be original, but my words are.  They are my babies.  How can I cut my babies?

33. William Strunk, Jr., and E. B. White, The Elements of Style, fourth edition (Needham Heights,
Mass.: Pearson Higher Education, 2000), p. xv.  

If you have, somehow, escaped from every bookstore you ever entered without purchasing this
invaluable little book, you should immediately invest $10 in this 85-page literary instructor and place
it on your desk right between your thesaurus and The Bill James Handbook 2017.  It will help you
become a better memo writer, a better pen pal, and a clearer thinker.

Strunk & White’s guidance is shared by Isaac Babel, the Russian journalist, playwright, and
short-story writer:  “Your language becomes clear and strong, not when you can no longer add a
sentence, but when you can no longer take away from it.”  Quoted by John Updike, “Hide-and-seek: 
the Complete Isaac Babel,” The New Yorker (November 5, 2001), 91.

34. George Orwell, “Politics and the English Language,” Horizon, vol. 13, no. 76 (April 1946), pp.
252-265.

35.  For an attack on “this inanity,” see:  Mark Seacombe, “Going forward, let’s consign this inane
phrase to history,” The Guardian, August 30, 2011.

36.  David S. Mundel, personal communication, January 14, 2014.

37. In the first set of memos that I get in every course, I can draw a line through two (or five) words
in every memo without affecting the sentence’s and memo’s meaning.

38. Please note:  This sentence is strictly implicit.  The reader knows this.  Yet, more than once,
students have taken this point literally and actually put this sentence at the bottom of the last page.

Robert D. Behn
John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University

79 John F. Kennedy Street, Cambridge, MA 02138
617-495-9875       redsox@hks.harvard.edu



 
  

  

Creating an Innovative Organization: Ten Hints 
for Involving Frontline Workers 

By Robert D. Behn 

The following article was originally published in the Fall 1995 issue of State and Local 
Government Review (Vol. 27, No. 3).  Reprinted here with the kind permission of State and Local 
Government Review. 

AN INNOVATIVE organization engages everyone throughout the organization in the task of developing and 
implementing new ways to reach the organization's goals. And everyone indeed includes everyone from the 
chief executive to frontline workers.l  
 
Getting the chief executive to be innovative ought not to be too difficult. After all, the chief executive was not 
repeatedly promoted to more and more sophisticated responsibilities without a few creative ideas along the way. 
We expect that the chief executive of a business division or a government agency will be innovative (though, all 
too often, we are disappointed).2  
 
Regardless of how difficult it is to get the chief executive to be innovative it will certainly be more difficult to 
get middle managers to be innovative, still more difficult to get frontline supervisors to be innovative, and 
perhaps even more difficult to convince frontline workers that part of their job includes being innovative. This 
raises important questions: Is it possible to create an innovative organization? Is it possible to persuade every 
individual in the organization that an important part of his or her responsibility is to develop and implement 
new ways of achieving the organization's purposes? For most people, I suspect, the answer to these questions is 
yes. Most of us have observed one or more innovative organizations.  
 
Often these innovative organizations are found in small, suburban communities with homogeneous populations 
such as Visalia, California (Osborne and Gaebler 1992), or Dakota County, Minnesota (Light 1994). The basic 
characteristics of these communities seem to foster the trust that appears necessary for innovation to flourish 
(Behn 1991a). But innovative organizations have also been created in more demanding environments: 

at Homestead Air Force Base, Florida, where a diversity of people are frequently rotated in and out of 
intense encounters (Behn 1992);  
at the Massachusetts Department of Public Welfare, where more than 50 field offices with histories of 
independence are dispersed around the state (Behn 1991b); and  
at the Department of Sanitation in New York City, where labor disputes and contentious politics are the 
norm (Behn 1993, 1996).  

If innovative organizations can be found in such non-nurturing environments, they can, perhaps, be created in a 
wide variety of situations.  
 
If innovative organizations exist, and if we assume that there is some benefit to such organizations, other 
important questions are raised. How can the leaders of a public agency somehow make it innovative?3 How can 
these leaders get everyone in the agency to pursue innovative ways of achieving the organization's mission?4 
How can they get middle managers, frontline supervisors, and frontline workers all to be innovative?  
 
The last question may be the most important for four reasons. In the first place, most organizations have more 
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frontline workers than they have middle managers or frontline supervisors. Also, frontline workers know the 
most about the actual production of the organization's services. In addition, frontline workers have daily contact 
with many of the agency's clients and stakeholders, so they are well positioned to figure out how the agency 
should respond to this key part of its environment. Finally, if a leadership team has some ideas that do inspire 
frontline workers to be innovative, they may be able to figure out how to get everybody else in the organization 
to be innovative as well.5 Indeed, the 10 hints for getting frontline workers to be innovative can be applied 
(with a little adaptation) throughout the rest of the organization.  
 
Helping Frontline Workers Become Innovative 
Innovative organizations do not miraculously come into existence. Rather, they are created by leaders who 
establish the conditions necessary to bring out the innovative ideas within everyone.  
 
How can organizational leaders create these conditions? In particular, how can they create conditions that will 
encourage frontline workers to be innovative? This requires, I believe, that leaders fulfill two major conditions. 
They must convince frontline workers that the leadership supports the line; and, they must ensure that frontline 
workers understand the big picture.  
 
In every effective organization, there is some kind of implicit contract between the leadership and the line. The 
line will produce what the leadership wants; in turn, the leadership produces what the line wants. The 
organization's leadership wants to make this message as explicit as possible: "You produce for us, and we'll 
produce for you" (Behn 1991b, 63-64).  
 
This implicit contract is needed by any organization that seeks to become innovative. Frontline workers will not 
help an organization's leadership do a better job at achieving its mission unless they believe these leaders will 
help them. This is a simple quid pro quo. If leaders want help from the front line, they had better help the front 
line. Moreover, leadership has to make the first move. The agency's top leadership needs to go out of its way to 
make sure that the frontline workers realize that management is on the workers' side. The first two hints are 
designed to achieve  
 
Condition 1: Frontline workers know that leadership is on their side.  
But what should those frontline workers who have decided that being innovative is good for the organization 
(and good for them) attempt to accomplish? In what direction should they attempt to innovate? What are the 
constraints? How will an innovation fit within other efforts being made throughout the agency? What is the 
purpose of the agency and how will any specific innovation help to achieve that purpose? To be effective as 
innovators, frontline workers must understand what the organization is trying to accomplish, why it is trying to 
accomplish that, and how it might achieve that goal. "Broader perspectives," according to Rosabeth Moss 
Kanter, "help stimulate innovation." Innovation is more likely, she writes, "when jobs are defined broadly rather 
than narrowly, when people have a range of skills to use and tasks to perform to give them a view of the whole 
organization, and when assignments focus on results to be achieved rather than rules or procedures to be 
followed" (1988, 179). The last eight hints are designed to achieve  
 
Condition 2: Frontline workers understand the big picture.  
Before frontline workers are going to become innovative, they have to believe that the organization's leadership 
supports them, and they have to understand the big picture.  
 
Hint 1: Be immediately responsive to requests for improved working conditions (or obtain a new photocopier 
quickly).  

When an executive first asks frontline workers or middle managers what should be done to improve the 
organization's effectiveness, the responses will inevitably focus on working conditions. People will complain 
about the lack of a soft drink machine, the broken toilet, or the photocopier that barely reproduces the original. 
At the Bureau of Motor Equipment in the New York City Department of Sanitation, the mechanics' first 
concerns focused on heating in the winter, cooling in the summer, and cages in which to secure their tools.6 All 
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of these are simple complaints; they focus primarily on the working conditions of the workers, though all do 
relate, directly or indirectly, to the achievement of the organization's mission. Obviously, workers will be more 
productive if they have the right tool (be it a wrench or a photocopier). The closer workers are to facilities, such 
as vending machines or rest rooms, the less time lost from the job. Although such requests appear to concern 
only the convenience of the workers, they also improve organizational effectiveness. 
 
Moreover, such requests are a test. The workers have asked for these improvements many times before, yet 
management has never obtained a new photocopier. In fact, as far as the workers can tell, no one in 
management has even tried to order a new photocopier. In the workers' logic, should not the top managers of the 
organization be able to pull off the simple challenge of getting a new photocopier? (If top management has 
remodeled its own offices, the workers will know that new equipment can be acquired when management really 
wants to do so.) Thus, the request for some simple and obvious improvement in working conditions is a test of 
how serious management is about improving the organization: 

If these upper-echelon people wandering through our production facilities are as sincere about improving the 
effectiveness of the organization as their pious words suggest, they certainly ought to be able to get our long-needed 
photocopier. If they don't, they don't care. If they can't, they are incompetent. Either way, it's not worth our time and 
effort to come up with clever ways to make the organization better if management can't recognize and act on this 
simple, obvious deficiency. 

The quicker that top management produces the new copier, the better its credibility will be.  
 
In fact, before asking frontline workers what should be done to improve the organization, its leaders ought to 
know the answer they will hear. Before top management meets with the workers, leaders ought to find out what 
kind of improvements the workers will request. Before the meeting, they ought to check out exactly what they 
will have to do to produce the improvement and how long it will take. Then, when confronted with the request, 
they can commit to making the improvement and also state clearly whether the improvement will be completed 
in a day, a week, a month, or a year. To promise a new photocopier in a week and then produce it in a month is 
certainly better than never producing it at all; but the delay does bring into question how seriously management 
takes its own deadlines.  
 
To identify the needs of frontline workers, the agency's leadership ought to ask the union. In fact, in a unionized 
agency, if the organization's leaders go straight to their frontline workers, the union will view this as a direct 
threat, an effort to undermine its role. At the Bureau of Motor Equipment, the agency's management asked the 
leaders of BME's different trade unions to help identify members to represent frontline workers on a labor-
management committee. Hint 1 1/2 might be: Don't ignore (or try to go around) the union.  
 
Hint 2: Support mistakes (or sit next to the first honest innovator called before a legislative committee).  
 
Innovative organizations make mistakes, lots of mistakes (Behn 1991a). And how the organization treats these 
mistakes and those who make them sends important signals throughout the organization. If the mistaken 
innovators are punished in any way, even if they are just perceived to be punished, frontline workers will 
relearn a basic lesson of bureaucratic life: It does not pay to experiment with new ideas.  
 
Unfortunately, a lot of people make their living catching mistaken innovations. These mistake catchers 
(journalists, legislators, and now, inspectors general) get their jollies and their professional recognition from 
uncovering and exposing mistakes. The moral fervor with which they take on this assignment combined with 
the well-known and easily implemented strategy for publicizing any mistake creates the Ten Commandments of 
Government: "Thou shalt not make a mistake. Thou shalt not make a mistake. Thou shalt not make a mistake." 
After all, the mistake catchers do not want to catch the mistake: They really want to catch the mistake-maker.  
 
If frontline workers learn that no mistake, even an honest mistake, goes unpunished, they will certainly be 
reluctant to be innovative. Consequently, leaders who wish to create an innovative organization have to figure 
out ways to prevent those who make mistakes from being punished. 
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Private sector organizations obviously have an advantage here. They can make most of their mistakes without 
being publicly exposed. U.S. attorneys and journalists will be concerned about illegalities, and financial 
analysts (and journalists) will be concerned about very expensive mistakes. But in business, small expenditures 
that merely prove unproductive or inefficient are not cause for a moral crusade. Mistake catchers have a hard 
time making a living off of the private sector.  
 
In contrast, the smallest public sector mistake can easily become front-page news, with investigative reporters, 
legislators, and inspectors general all competing to get the credit for exposing this latest waste of the taxpayers' 
dollar. Can you imagine a public agency copying the approach to failure taken by the Ore-Ida subsidiary of H. J. 
Heinz? Every time it identifies a "perfect failure," it shoots off a cannon in celebration. Peters and Waterman 
observe: 

The perfect failure concept arises from [the] simple recognition that all research and development is inherently risky, 
that the only way to succeed at all is through lots of tries, that management's primary objective should be to induce lots 
of tries, and that a good try that results in some learning is to be celebrated even when it fails. (1982, 69)  

Shooting off the cannon serves another purpose: By formally calling an end to a mistake in a positive way, it 
ensures that people do not continue to pour more resources into a mistaken idea in a futile attempt to prove that 
they were really right all along.  
 
What is the public sector equivalent of Ore-Ida's cannon? How can the leaders of a public agency convince their 
frontline workers that mistakes are an acceptable and even a necessary part of improving agency performance? 
In government, if a cannon is shot off to celebrate a failure, most frontline workers will think that the cannon is 
aimed at them.  
 
Unfortunately, the agency's leaders are not the only ones with cannons. Journalists, legislators, and inspectors 
general all have cannons too--and these do not fire mere ceremonial blanks. Their cannons can easily take out a 
public employee--be that a frontline worker or an agency head.  
 
Thus in the long run, it would be desirable to convince not just the frontline workers but also the general public 
that mistakes are acceptable--indeed, a necessary part of improving agency performance. This is not an easy 
sell. Indeed, it may never be possible. But the manager can at least publicly stand up for any frontline worker 
accused of making an honest mistake.  
 
What happens when the first frontline worker who has made a creative but ultimately unsuccessful effort to 
improve performance is called to testify before a legislative committee? This is, of course, the nightmare of 
every government employee: to be publicly accused of incompetence, stupidity, or theft in a forum designed to 
ensure both that you are unable to offer a coherent defense and that all your friends will learn of your presumed 
failures and vices. The usual management strategy is to control the problem, and to limit the damage, by making 
sure that the fewest people and the smallest part of the organization are affected and that everyone and 
everything else is isolated from the accused. For the good of the entire organization, according to this strategy, 
one individual or one unit should accept all the blame.  
 
In the short run, this strategy may indeed protect the rest of the agency both from guilt by association and from 
any adverse legislative action such as a budget cut. But over the long run, it only reinforces the well-known 
message: Mistakes are not tolerated, and those who make them do so at their personal peril.  
 
Suppose however, that the agency director shows up at the legislative hearing and sits right next to the accused 
frontline worker so that both are automatically included in any journalist's picture. The frontline worker is no 
longer the story; the agency head is. Legislators can punish not merely a lowly worker or small unit; they can 
punish the agency head and the entire organization. Although the leader will offer a better-reasoned and more 
articulate defense, it will still appear to be purely defensive. Even the well-established business sector 
argument--that mistakes are required to make progress--may still produce the headline: "Agency head defends 
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worker's mistake. "  
 
Yet, for internal purposes, that is precisely the headline the agency head should be seeking. The objective is not 
to convince frontline workers that honest mistakes are essential to improvement. Intellectually, everyone 
understands that, and distributing a copy of the director's testimony can reinforce this basic truth. The objective 
is to convince people throughout the organization that people who make honest mistakes will not be merely 
tolerated but will be vigorously defended and that those in the organization who are willing to experiment with 
innovative ways to improve performance will be protected, even at personal cost to the agency director.  
 
Clearly, the internal signals have to be consistent with this external message. To help frontline workers 
understand that leadership is on their side, it is important that people suffer no internal penalty for trying. The 
agency's leaders have to value initiative. This means they should not penalize people for doing something. They 
should only penalize people for doing nothing.  
 
This also means that the agency's leaders may have to accept what middle managers or frontline workers do 
even if it does not meet the leadership's definition of perfection. When the agency's frontline workers take 
initiative and work hard, the leadership needs to recognize their successes.  
 
All this helps establish the trust that is essential for innovation. To become innovative, frontline workers must 
trust their leadership. They have to believe that they will not be punished for the inevitable mistakes that flow 
from any serious effort to develop innovative ways to achieve the organization's purposes.  
 
Hint 3: Create an explicit mission and related performance measures (or give people a real reason to be 
innovative).  

We want people throughout the organization to be innovative, but toward what end? An innovative organization 
needs a clear mission and a set of performance goals. Otherwise, people within the organization can simply 
pursue their own ends and rationalize their actions by claiming they were only trying to follow the instructions 
to be innovative. To engage everyone throughout the organization in the task of creating and implementing new 
ways to achieve the organization's purposes, we need an explicit statement of these goals. Innovative 
organizations need never use the word innovative; but they do need explicit purposes.  
 
Often, such purposes are made explicit through an inspiring mission and operational goals. The mission 
provides the general statement of what the organization is trying to do: it suggests an exciting vision of the 
future, but this vision is necessarily vague. In contrast, the operational goals are mundane: they state the explicit 
performance targets to be achieved in the next year, quarter, or month. They provide a measure, though not a 
comprehensive measure, of how well the organization is doing in realizing its mission.  
 
Mission and goals provide the necessary rationale for innovation. The organization may be an air force base 
attempting to train pilots by flying 17,000 sorties a year (Behn 1992). It may be a state welfare department 
attempting to move welfare recipients from dependence to independence by placing 50,000 of them in jobs over 
five years (Behn 1991b). Or it may be a city's vehicle maintenance shop attempting to put a fleet of sanitation 
trucks on the road daily while keeping costs below 95 percent of the private sector's costs (Behn 1996). 
Regardless, the explicit goal provides a basis for measuring performance, and the overarching mission provides 
a means of checking to be sure that the goal has not been obtained at the sacrifice of the organization's true 
purpose.  
 
At Homestead Air Force Base, the goal of flying 17,000 sorties gave the maintenance and supply crews a clear 
rationale for being innovative (Behn 1992). Frontline mechanics understood that, by developing ways to repair 
airplanes more quickly or by developing ways to maintain the planes so they needed fewer repairs, they were 
helping to achieve the base's mission. They were not asked to be innovative. Rather, they were asked to make 
sure that planes were available to achieve the base's overall sortie goal (as well as the sortie subgoals for 
subunits). They were educated to understand how their work influenced the base's ability to achieve those goals. 
Innovation was not the purpose. Training pilots and flying sorties were the goals. But as people began to 
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understand how their individual tasks influenced the organization's ability to achieve its goals, they began to 
develop new ways to accomplish those tasks. That is, they began to become innovative.  
 
Similarly, at the Massachusetts Department of Public Welfare, the goal of placing 50,000 welfare recipients in 
jobs over five years gave the agency's Employment and Training (ET) workers a clear rationale for being 
innovative (Behn 1991b). To find jobs for welfare recipients, they had to be inventive. Moreover, when a case-
management system was implemented, the department made clear to the local units that they--not headquarters-
-would be figuring out how to make the new system work (Behn 1991b, 119, 112).  
 
The mission of the Bureau of Motor Equipment (BME) within the Department of Sanitation in New York City 
is clear: to ensure that the city's sanitation crews have enough trucks each day to collect the city's refuse (Behn 
1996). Yet on any day in 1978, BME was providing only three-quarters of the trucks needed. Thus, the bureau's 
leadership created the obvious goal: to provide the number of trucks needed every day. Then, it created a second 
goal: to keep maintenance costs below those the private sector would charge. The mission and goals provided 
the rationale not only for redesigning the maintenance process but also for redesigning the vehicles so that they 
would need less maintenance.  
 
By itself, innovation has no merit. The innovation takes on value only to the extent that it helps to achieve 
important public purposes. Similarly, innovative organizations are not inherently superior. They, too, become 
valuable only to the extent that they focus their innovations on achieving their purposes. Creating an innovative 
organization requires a clear understanding of mission and goals so that individual innovations can be examined 
to see whether and how much they actually contribute to achieving the organization's purposes. Innovative 
organizations are not trying to be innovative. Rather, they are trying to achieve purposes.7 
 
Hint 4: Broaden job categories (or don't let each individual do only one narrow task).  
 
The traditional, hierarchical organization is designed to minimize the number of different functions that a 
frontline worker must perform. Moreover, the assumption is that, if these functions are properly defined, a 
frontline worker need know nothing more than precisely how to perform his or her narrow function. As 
Frederick Winslow Taylor wrote, "one type of man is needed to plan ahead and an entirely different type to 
execute the work" (1967, 38). In such an organization, management has the sole responsibility for thinking: 

The managers assume, for instance, the burden of gathering together all the traditional knowledge which in the past has 
been possessed by the workmen and then of classifying, tabulating, and reducing this knowledge to rules, laws, and 
formulae which are immensely helpful to the workmen in doing their daily work. (Taylor 1967, 36)  

In an innovative organization, however, the responsibility for thinking about how best to accomplish the 
organization's mission is spread throughout the organization. It is difficult, however, to think innovatively if you 
see only a small part of the picture. If you are merely told to turn the bolt to the left three times or to fill out the 
green form and the blue card completely but are not told why these actions must be performed, you will hardly 
figure out that a plastic fastener could replace the bolt or that a red form could replace both the green form and 
the blue card.  
 
If frontline workers are going to understand the big picture, they need bigger jobs. Narrow jobs inhibit 
innovative thinking. Taylor and other advocates of scientific management designed narrow jobs in part to 
prevent frontline workers from doing any thinking. Broadening the operational responsibilities of frontline 
workers is necessary if they are to achieve their innovative responsibilities. From her work with private sector 
organizations, Kanter concluded: 

The organizations producing more innovation have more complex structures that link people in multiple ways and 
encourage them to "do what needs to be done" within strategically guided limits [mission and goals], rather than 
confining themselves to the letter of their job. (1988, 172)  

Hint 5: Move people around (or don't let workers think they need learn only one job for life). 
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Moving frontline workers to different jobs is another way of helping them understand the big picture. Even a 
worker with a broadly defined job sees only a small part of the organization--and thus understands only a small 
part of what the organization is trying to accomplish. Thus, moving people into jobs with different 
responsibilities helps to broaden their understanding of the overall purposes and functioning of the organization. 
 
 
By training, some people have well-defined (if not narrow) jobs. It is quite possible to move someone from the 
position of transmission mechanic to that of a sanitation truck driver. That, however, might waste the talents of 
the transmission mechanic. Conversely, it would be difficult to move the truck driver into the position of 
transmission mechanic without years of training and apprenticeship. Indeed, even moving the mechanic into the 
cab of the truck would require some investment in training. Frontline workers with specialized skills should not 
be moved all around the organization. This does not mean, however, that the ability of transmission mechanics 
to be innovative would not be helped by occasional rides in the cab of the truck.  
 
There is obviously a trade-off between the benefits gained by moving people into new jobs and the costs of 
training people for these jobs. People who are highly trained to do specialized jobs cannot be moved without 
great cost, but moving people into new positions not only revitalizes them by giving them something new to do. 
It also helps give workers the big picture that they need to contribute innovative ideas to the organization. In the 
private sector, individuals moving up the corporate hierarchy are given a wide variety of jobs in different parts 
of the firm; this ensures that, if they are promoted to a position with overall responsibilities, they will 
understand the big picture. Would not frontline workers charged with being innovative be more effective if they 
too understood that big picture?  

Hint 6: Reward teams, not individuals (or find ways to beat the formal performance-appraisal and promotion 
systems).  

Successful innovations are rarely the work of a solitary individual. To convert an innovative idea into a 
functioning innovation requires the work of many people contributing to its implementation and adapting the 
initial idea to fit the operational realities and organizational environment. Certainly this is how many public 
sector innovations actually come into being (Golden 1990). Moreover, as Katzenbach and Smith wrote, "The 
team is a basic unit of performance for most organizations" (1993, 27). Teams of mechanics, not individual 
mechanics, repair and maintain airplanes and sanitation trucks. Teams of social workers, not individual social 
workers, find jobs for welfare recipients. Teams of people, not individual employees, actually produce the 
organization's results.  
 
Consequently, it makes little sense to create a system of rewards that focuses entirely on individuals when 
teams, committees, or groups actually do the thinking and the work. Innovative organizations are not a 
collection of innovative individuals but of innovative teams. 
 
Unfortunately, our public sector system of rewards has been designed not to enhance performance but to 
prevent corruption. Therefore, it focuses strictly on the individual. Public sector personnel systems ignore the 
team. Fortunately, these systems also employ the kinds of rewards that often matter least to people. Indeed, 
public sector personnel systems usually offer only two kinds of rewards: pay increases and formal promotions. 
For those people who have worked their way up Maslow's hierarchy of needs (1943) beyond food, safety, and 
love, to esteem, the formal rewards offered in the public sector are less important than the informal recognition 
of peers. 
 
If the only forms of rewards are pay and promotion, however, these also become by default the only basis of 
esteem. This need not be the case.. Effective leaders create a wide variety of rewards, visible recognitions for 
accomplishment that contribute to the individual's esteem. Such forms of recognition are not artificially 
constrained by the personnel system. They come in the form of plaques, parties, and praise. Effective leaders 
use these forms of recognition to provide people with the public credit that both reinforces self-esteem and 
inspires esteem from others.  
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Moreover, these informal and more significant forms of motivation are not limited to individuals. Leaders can 
use plaques, parties, and praise to recognize teams, too. Indeed, leaders can reinforce an individual's ties to an 
innovative team simply by recognizing the performance of that team, by tying individual self-esteem and the 
esteem of others directly to the individual's membership on a high-performing team. Plaques, parties, and praise 
that help celebrate the team's innovative accomplishments reinforce the essential message that it is the work of 
the team, not that of the individual, that really counts.8 
 
At the Bureau of Motor Equipment, the union contracts contained a variety of individual work standards, such 
as the amount of time it should take a mechanic to fix a headlight. As the labor-management committee moved 
beyond working conditions to issues of productivity, the unions brought up the detested work standards. After 
much discussion, labor and management agreed to ignore the work standards and simply not collect the data.9 
Instead, BME decided to focus on the total productivity of each shop, comparing, for example, the average cost 
for the radiator shop to repair a radiator with the equivalent private sector cost. No longer was the focus on 
individual performance; now it was the performance of an entire shop, a team of mechanics, that mattered.  
 
Innovative organizations need more than innovative individuals. They need innovative teams. Unfortunately, 
much about modern public sector organizations undermines an individual's willingness to be part of a real team 
and to consider whatever responsibilities they have for innovation to be part of a group effort. Consequently, as 
agency leaders seek to provide rewards for successful innovations, they should focus the recognition on teams. 
 
Hint 7: Make the hierarchy as unimportant as possible (or at least walk around without an entourage).  
 
Effective teams have to be quite flat. Otherwise they are not real teams; they are simply small units carrying out 
the orders from a different boss. And to create an innovative organization (whether a large agency or a small 
team), everyone in the organization needs to feel responsible for helping to produce the organization's real 
results, not for carrying out orders. 
 
The formal hierarchy of most public sector organizations undercuts any feeling of individual responsibility for 
the performance of the whole. ("That's the boss's job. That's why he's the boss. I just follow the procedures 
manual.") Moreover, the formal hierarchy is intimidating. ("If I suggest this idea to the boss, I'll be lucky if she 
laughs at me. She's more likely not to even recognize that my idea exists--or that I do.")  
 
At Homestead Air Force Base, the base commander, Col. William A. Gorton, made it a point to mix with his 
frontline workers: "I'd sit around and drink beer with the enlisted men and get to know them more. After a 
couple of beers, you get to hear a lot of things." Indeed, once Gorton established this rapport, "I had all kinds of 
people coming out of the woodwork...everybody started confiding in me" (Behn 1992).  
 
Innovative organizations depend, by definition, upon the ideas of everyone from chief executive to frontline 
worker. Yet if the frontline workers believe that the differences in hierarchical status reflect not only differences 
in responsibilities but also differences in how their ideas are judged, they will keep these ideas to themselves. 
No one wants to be told that an idea is silly or to have an idea ignored. So rather than risk embarrassment, 
frontline workers will simply keep their mouths shut. If the leaders of an organization silence their frontline 
workers' mouths, they also turn off these workers' minds.  
 
Organizations have formal and informal hierarchies. The operational issue is how much these hierarchies affect 
the behavior of the individuals, particularly those on the lower rungs in the organization. Does the hierarchy 
intimidate people from offering suggestions? Does it prevent people from recommending solutions? If a team is 
to work together to solve a problem, everyone must feel free to contribute; every member of the team must feel 
that his or her contribution will be valued. 
 
The members of the team also need a "shared sense of accountability" (Katzenbach and Smith 1993, 32). They 
will never feel that they are sharing accountability if they perceive major differences in status. To be innovative 
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is to take responsibility for improving performance. Hierarchical organizations create not only differentials in 
status but also differentials in responsibility. To create an innovative organization requires making these 
hierarchical differences as unimportant as possible (Lawler 1988).  

Hint 8: Break down functional units (or don't let the procurement guys tell everyone "no").  

Throughout government and often in business, the job of the oversight or overhead units is to say "no." At least, 
that is how the budget office, the procurement office, the finance office, and the personnel office often define 
their roles: "People are always trying to pull a fast one, and our job is to protect the integrity of the agency." 
Unfortunately, in protecting the agency from charges of fraud, waste, or abuse, they are often preventing that 
same agency from improving performance. Yet the behavior of such overhead units is not irrational. They have 
never been charged with improving performance; they have simply been charged with administering a set of 
formal rules. Someone violating the rules can get in trouble--often big trouble. If the agency's performance 
improves or declines, it makes little difference to those in personnel or procurement.  
 
Creating an explicit mission and related performance measures (Hint 3) is an important first step, but it is not 
enough. The people in the overhead units will certainly salute the agency's overall mission and goals, but they 
will only be truly loyal to their own rules and regulations. After all, these are the concerns they must deal with 
every day. Moreover, the people with whom they also deal every day are similarly loyal to the same rules and 
regulations. The organization's overall mission and goals may be posted on the wall or repeated in the monthly 
newsletter, but they are not relevant to the overhead unit's real work.  
 
Consequently, the people who work in budget, procurement, finance, and personnel must be made an integral 
part of the teams that are charged with producing the organization's results. They may still be responsible, for 
example, for procurement. Indeed, they may still be responsible for ensuring that the team follows all the 
procurement rules. Now, however, they have a dual responsibility, for they are also responsible for using the 
procurement rules in ways that will help the team improve performance. If they are truly members of the team, 
they will know that they cannot get away with a simple "no." If they cannot answer with an unequivocal "yes," 
they will feel compelled to respond either "yes, if..." or at least "no, but..." 
 
Homestead Air Force Base was divided into four functional units (Behn 1992). The air squadrons actually flew 
the planes that trained the pilots and achieved the base's sortie goals. The three other functional units--
maintenance, supply, and support--neither flew planes nor trained pilots though their work was obviously 
critical to achieving the base's mission and goals. Those in maintenance were a little removed from the daily 
concerns of flying sorties, those in supply were more removed, and those in support still further removed.  
 
The leadership at Homestead broke down the barriers between these four units by visibly identifying each 
person in every maintenance unit, supply unit, and support unit with a specific squadron. Because workers' 
rewards were tied to the success of their team, they understood that their most explicit responsibility was to help 
their squadron achieve its sortie goal.  
 
Functional units do not carry out the mission of the organization; they carry out functions. It takes the work of 
many different functional specialists to achieve the organization's purpose. If left in their own functional unit, 
they will never see the big picture; they will only see their own narrow specialty. They will certainly never be in 
a position to work with other functional specialists to create innovative ways to help the organization achieve its 
mission. 
 
Dedicated innovators will get around the boundaries between functional units. By creating a skunk works or 
practicing Jesuit management (It is better to ask forgiveness than permission), they will figure out how to beat 
the system. 
 
But the truly innovative organization is not the product of a lone skunk works or a few cross-functional 
mavericks. The innovative organization engages everyone, regardless of their primary functional responsibility, 
in thinking about the work of the entire organization. To get everyone thinking and behaving innovatively 
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requires that they see their job from the perspective of the entire organization. This is why the leaders of 
innovative organizations have to break up the functional units into ones that focus on the real product of the 
organization, whether that be sorties or jobs for welfare recipients.  
 
Hint 9: Give everyone all the information needed to do the job (or don't let the overhead units hoard the critical 
data).  
 
Information is power. Indeed, one of the best ways that the overhead and oversight units of an organization 
obtain, keep, and use power is to control the organization's information. These units collect, organize, analyze, 
and dispense information whenever they find it convenient or useful.  
 
But innovative organizations require information. People need information to understand the organization's 
performance and to judge how innovative changes will affect that performance. Such information may be easily 
available because it is well publicized, common knowledge, or attainable from multiple sources. People also 
need the information necessary to manage the implementation of their innovations, to figure out how best to 
arrange the technical aspects to meet the formal requirements of some overhead system. This information may 
not be as available, because it is the type of information that overhead units hoard for the power it gives them in 
allowing them to justify a "no."  
 
Innovative organizations are designing not only the conceptual framework for doing something differently. 
They are also designing, implementing, and adjusting the details. These processes of design, implementation, 
and readjustment require access to detailed and immediate information.  
 
Hint 10: Tell everyone what innovations are working (or have frontline workers report their successes to their 
colleagues).  
 
How will frontline workers discover that innovation is going on? How will they learn about the innovations that 
might help them do their jobs better? How will they know that innovation is possible? How will they come to 
understand that innovation is truly expected of them? One solution is to have their peers, the real innovators, tell 
them.  
 
In attempting to encourage teams in local welfare offices to experiment with new ways to find jobs for welfare 
recipients, the Massachusetts Department of Welfare followed precisely this strategy. The agency held all sorts 
of meetings--from monthly meetings of the directors of the 50 local welfare offices, to large annual conferences 
attended by all their frontline workers. A standard on the agenda of these meetings was the case-management 
panel--a team presentation from a local welfare office with each member explaining different tasks that had to 
be accomplished to get a specific welfare recipient a specific job. The former welfare recipient was also there to 
describe the process from her perspective (Behn 1991b, 106-7).  
 
Such presentations serve several purposes. Obviously, they can provide for technology transfer, giving other 
middle managers and frontline workers new information about how to do their jobs better. Such panels can do 
even more; they can help create an innovative organization. When frontline workers explain how they took an 
innovative approach to accomplishing the agency's purpose, they dramatize better than any memo or speech 
from the agency's director that innovation really is possible. Moreover, as different panels of frontline workers 
make their presentations at different meetings, their colleagues also begin to sense that innovation is more than 
merely possible. They begin to comprehend that it ought to be the norm.  
 
Frontline workers may have been told numerous times that they were supposed to be innovative, but who 
demonstrated that the organization had produced innovations that worked? Who demonstrated that frontline 
workers were actually the ones producing these innovations? Having the inventive and resourceful frontline 
workers explain their innovations is the most effective way to deliver the message that the organization can 
produce innovations that work.  
 
Necessary and Sufficient Hints  
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Are any of these 10 hints (listed in Table 1) sufficient to create an innovative organization? Probably not. No 
one action--not even a few select actions--will get people throughout the organization experimenting with new 
ways to achieve its purposes. No one action will convince frontline workers that the agency's leadership is on 
their side. No one action will give them the big picture. Indeed, even this list of hints may not be sufficient.  
 
Which of these hints are essential? With the exception of Hint 3 about mission and goals, I suspect that none 
are. It may well be possible to create an innovative organization, for example, without being responsive to 
requests for improved working conditions and without supporting mistakes. I suspect that scholars and 
practitioners may offer such examples. I doubt, however, that it is possible to create an innovative organization 
without providing the mission and performance goals that make it clear what the innovations should 
accomplish.  

 
Table 1: Ten Hints for Involving Frontline Workers in Creating Innovative Organizations  

         CONDITION 1: Frontline Workers Know That leadership Is on Their Side.  

          CONDITION 2: Frontline Workers Understand the Big Picture  

Creating an innovative public agency is, itself, a task of innovation. Each innovative organization will be 
different. It will be pursuing different purposes. Or it will be pursuing them in a different organizational context, 
within a different political environment, or within different legal constraints. There is no recipe for replicating 
an innovation. Similarly, there is no recipe for replicating the innovative organizations mentioned here.  
 
Moreover, there may be many different ways to convert a moribund organization into an innovative one. There 
may well be another set of hints (that includes the hint about creating mission and goals) that may, in some 
contexts, prove equally effective. Leadership is not like physics. In physics, the acceleration of an object is 
always equal to the force on it divided by its mass. You cannot get different answers in physics; you always get 
precisely the same one.  
 
In contrast, there are many possible answers in biology. For example, there is not just one kind of bird, but there 
are birds of many different sizes and colors with quite different styles of flying. Yet they are all quite 
successful; each has found an ecological niche in which to thrive. In fact, to be a successful bird, you do not 

Hint 1: Be immediately responsive to requests for improved working conditions 
(or when they ask for a new photocopier, produce it).  
 

Hint 2: Support mistakes (or sit next to the first honest innovator who is called 
before a legislative committee). 

Hint 3:
Create an explicit mission and related performance measures (or give 
people a real reason to be innovative). 

Hint 4:
Broaden job categories (or don't let each individual do only one narrow 
task). 

Hint 5:
Move people around (or don't let workers think they need learn only 
one job for life). 

Hint 6:
Reward teams, not individuals (or find ways to beat the formal 
performance-appraisal and promotion systems). 

Hint 7:
Make the hierarchy as unimportant as possible (or at least walk around 
without an entourage). 

Hint 8:
Break down functional units (or don't let the procurement guys tell 
everyone "no"). 

Hint 9:
Give everyone all the information they need to do the job (or don't let 
the overhead units hoard the critical data). 

Hint 
10:

Tell everyone what innovations are working (or have frontline workers 
report their successes to their colleagues). 
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even have to fly.  
 
Leadership is more like biology than physics. Different leaders can accomplish similar purposes with different 
strategies and styles. These hints reflect one set of styles implemented by different leaders in different settings. 
They are not necessarily the only hints that will create an innovative public agency, but they certainly have done 
so in the past. 

Robert D. Behn is professor of public policy at the Terry Sanford Institute of Public Policy at Duke 
University and director of its Governors Center. He is the author of Leadership Counts: Lessons 
for Public Managers and a fellow of the National Academy of Public Administration. In an effort to 
help the Boston Red Sox become an innovative organization and win their first World Series since 
1918, he has developed just one hint: "You can never have too much pitching." 

The author thanks the following: the Ford Foundation for its support; participants in the Duke 
Faculty Seminar on Innovative Organizations and the Conference on Innovative Organizations 
held at Duke University, September 9-11, 1994, for their insights; and Frederick Mayer and James 
Miller for their helpful comments on an initial draft.  

Notes  
1. Galbraith argues, "organizations that want to innovate or revitalize themselves need two organizations, an 
operating organization and an innovating organization" (1982, 6). I, however, argue the opposite: in a truly 
innovative organization, the operating divisions feel a real responsibility to be innovative. The operating 
divisions do not merely produce the firm's products or the agency's services; they share the responsibility for 
designing new and better products and services and for developing new and better ways to produce those 
products and services. At the same time, not everyone in the organization is engaged daily in completely 
redesigning his or her job. Most of the people spend most of their time carrying out their job as defined by the 
last innovation. My point is that the task of creating better ways to achieve the organization's purposes is not 
that of only a few people; this responsibility is in the job description of everyone.  
 
2. Certainly the chief executive could have been repeatedly promoted merely by avoiding any action that was 
incompetent or evil.  
 
3. This assumes that innovative organizations can actually be created and are not solely the result of some 
combination of external forces and pure luck. The Western mind, however, rejects the suggestion that external 
forces and/or pure luck are the sole factors that create innovative organizations. Our Western assumption is that 
some person or group within the organization took some actions that, perhaps combined with outside forces and 
a bit of luck, helped to foster the innovative organization. Indeed, we would hope that the actions of these 
leaders to create an innovative organization were designed to exploit the external forces and the luck.  
 
4. An innovation that does not help the organization achieve its mission is no innovation at all. We do not want 
the frontline workers at the offices of the state division of motor vehicles to be innovative about the fees they 
charge for drivers' licenses. We do not want the frontline workers in the city's welfare offices to be innovative 
about who should receive assistance checks. Innovation only makes sense within the overall framework of the 
agency's mission and goals, though frontline workers might well challenge that mission, and the agency's 
leadership team certainly ought to give them a reasonable hearing.  
 
5. Several of my colleagues have argued that, in creating an innovative organization, the biggest challenge is not 
the frontline workers but the middle managers who may feel threatened.  
 
6. At BME, mechanics are responsible for providing their own tools. Without cages in which to lock their tools, 
however, the mechanics were continually having to buy new ones.  
 
7. A focus on achieving purposes also serves to help protect people from attacks on their mistakes. This will 
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never provide complete protection because some people will disagree with the mission and performance 
measures. A focus on purposes does, however, provide a clear defense: We were trying to achieve this goal, and 
I thought this might be an effective way to do that. Obviously I was wrong, but I was trying to accomplish my 
organization's mission.  
 
8. The individual rewards of pay and promotion will still exist and can undercut the emphasis on teams. In the 
public sector, however, salary increases and bonuses often are extremely small. In an era of cutbacks and 
flattened hierarchies, the opportunities for formal promotion to a higher job classification (as opposed to an 
informal promotion to larger responsibilities) are also limited. Consequently, the leadership of a public agency 
can create an informal system of reward and recognition. This system is completely separate from the formal 
processes imposed by the personnel office and will override for most people in the agency any motivational 
disincentives created by the formal structure.  
 
9. The work standards could not, however, be deleted from the union contracts. The citywide overhead agency 
that negotiated with all the city's unions insisted on it.  
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The Seven Big Errors of PerformanceStat 
By Robert D. Behn, John F. Kennedy School of Government

Maybe you’ve read about 
“CompStat.” Perhaps a friend told 
you about “CitiStat.” But who is this 
“PerformanceStat” — and, if he is 
making so many errors, why hasn’t the 
manager taken him out of the lineup?

A Short History of PerformanceStat

It all began in 1994, when 
Commissioner William Bratton and 
his leadership team at the New York 
Police Department created CompStat, 
their leadership and management 
strategy designed to reduce the city’s 
crime rate. Quickly other police 
departments adopted this innovation. 
Only fi ve years later, a survey by 
the Police Foundation found that 
approximately a third of the 515 
departments in the U.S. with 100 or 
more sworn police offi cers reported 
implementing a version of CompStat1. 
Today, police departments around 
the world employ this strategy, often 
giving it their own name; in Australia, 
numerous police organizations conduct 
what are often called “Operational 
Performance Reviews.”2 

Then other New York City agencies 
adapted the approach. For example, 
the Parks Department created 
ParkStat, the Human Resources 
Administration created JobStat, 
the Correction Department created 

T.E.A.M.S. (for Total Effi ciency 
Accountability Management System), 
and the Probation Department created 
S.T.A.R.S (for Statistical Tracking, 
Analysis & Reporting).

Next came Baltimore’s CitiStat, 
the adaptation of this innovation to 
improve performance in an entire 
jurisdiction, created in 2000 by Mayor 
Martin O’Malley. This prompted 
similar approaches in other cities 
— from the large, such as Atlanta 
(ATLStat) and San Francisco (SFStat), 
to the small, such as Palm Bay, 
Florida (PalmStat), and Somerville, 
Massachusetts (SomerStat). And then, 
as Ellen Perlman noted in Governing3, 
“‘Stat’ Fever” really got hot. 

After all, this management approach 
is not uniquely applicable to 
municipal government. In 2002, the 
Ohio Department of Job and Family 
Services created its “Performance 
Center.” In 2005 in Washington, 
Governor Christine Gregoire 
developed GMAP (for Government 
Management Accountability, and 
Performance), and, in 2007, when 
Martin O’Malley became governor of 
Maryland, he created StateStat.

Moreover, at least one unit of the 
federal government, the San Diego 
district of the U.S. Border Patrol, 
has created its own version of this 



2

R a p p a p o r t  I n s t i t u t e  |  Ta u b m a n  Ce nte r       P O L I C Y  B R I E F S

approach, which it labeled BorderStat. And 
overseas, several cities in Scotland, including 
Aberdeen, Edinburgh, and Sterling, have 
experimented with CitiStat.4 

All of these adaptations of the original 
CompStat innovation — regardless of whether 
their names include the ***Stat suffi x — are 
based on the same premise: Government 
needs to improve its performance, and, to 
do so, it needs a demanding and strategic 
approach. To capture these various but similar 
performance strategies, I have chosen the name 
“PerformanceStat.”5

What Is PerformanceStat?

Every one of these PerformanceStat strategies 
is different. They have to be. Neither the nature 
of the performance each seeks to improve, 
nor their political and organizational context, 
is the same. The leadership team of each 
jurisdiction and each agency has to adapt the 
basic principles of PerformanceStat to its own 
objectives and circumstances.

Nevertheless, effective adaptations of 
PerformanceStat strategy all use data — and 
do so in two important ways. First, they 
collect and analyze data to determine the type 
and level of results that the organization is 
producing, to detect its important “performance 
defi cits,”6 and to suggest policies and practices 
that might produce improvements. Second, 

The Seven Big Errors of PerformanceStat

As I have studied diff erent 
examples of PerformanceStat, 
examined formal descriptions, 
questioned key executives about 
their approach, and observed 
many in action, I’ve been struck 
by how many don’t quite 
appreciate (or at least employ) 
some of the core principles that 
can make the strategy eff ective.

they also employ these data to compare how 
well different sub-units are doing, to set 
targets for future results, and thus to motivate 
the individuals in those units to achieve their 
targets.

And yet, as I have studied different examples 
of PerformanceStat, examined formal 
descriptions, questioned key executives about 
their approach, and observed many in action,7 
I’ve been struck by how many don’t quite 
appreciate (or at least employ) some of the core 
principles that can make the strategy effective. 
Yes, they do the formal, visible things that 
you would associate with a PerformanceStat 
approach. Yet, something subtle but important 
is missing. Specifi cally, I have identifi ed seven 
big mistakes.

First, however, I should provide my defi nition 
of “PerformanceStat”:

A jurisdiction or agency is employing a 
PerformanceStat performance strategy 
if it holds an ongoing series of regular, 
frequent, periodic, integrated meetings 
during which the chief executive and/
or the principal members of the chief 
executive’s leadership team plus the 
individual director (and the top managers) 
of different sub-units use data to analyze 
the unit’s past performance, to follow-up 
on previous decisions and commitments 
to improve performance, to establish 
its next performance objectives, and to 
examine the effectiveness of its overall 
performance strategies.

This is not very restrictive. Lots of managerial 
activities fi t within this defi nition. 

Thus, I’m not complaining about public 
executives who fail to implement the 
idiosyncratic technicalities of my own, narrow, 
eccentric doctrine. Rather, I’m concerned about 
jurisdictions or agencies that miss something 
very basic, something that should be central to 
any effort to improve performance (whether 
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or not it is a PerformanceStat approach), 
something that can divert a real opportunity to 
produce improved results into little more than 
an utterly simplistic, noticeably ineffective, and 
thus purely symbolic sham.

Error #1: No Clear Purpose

In the public sector, any undertaking has 
to begin with a defi nition of the purpose to 
be achieved. In New York, Commissioner 
Bratton began with a brash — and very explicit 
— purpose: to reduce the city’s crime. In 
Baltimore, Mayor O’Malley had his own clear 
objective: to improve the delivery of traditional 
city services.

Yet, as Nietzsche once noted, “forgetting 
our objectives is the most frequent act of 
stupidity.”8 Indeed, too often PerformanceStat 
is nothing more than the latest government fad. 
Upon hearing about the approach, the manager 
exclaims, “Ooh, cool hammer,” and goes 
looking for some convenient nails to pound. 

As always, however, public managers need to 
start with a clear purpose: “What results are 
we trying to produce?” “What would better 
performance look like?” “How might we know 
if we have made some improvements?” Only 
after the members of the leadership team have 
agreed to some common answers to these 
questions can they adapt the PerformanceStat 
strategy to help them achieve these — now 
very explicit — purposes.

Error #2: No One Has Specifi c 
Responsibilities

Who will do all this? Who is responsible for 
what? To produce results in any organization, 
someone must do this producing. But who? 
And what?

Indeed, no one can answer the Who? question 
until they have fi rst answered the What? 
question. This requires converting the clear 
purposes into specifi c responsibilities. These 
responsibilities can take on various forms. 

These responsibilities could be to reach specifi c 
output targets: The director of the public works 
department (and the head of each public works 
district) could be given the responsibility 
of fi lling every pothole that citizens report 
within 48 hours. Such output responsibilities 
are relatively easy to achieve. Organizations 
actually produce outputs. So if the organization 
has (or can obtain) the necessary capabilities9 
— people, equipment, knowledge — it can 
directly produce the outputs for which it is 
responsible.

These responsibilities could be to reach specifi c 
outcome targets: The superintendent of schools 
and the principal of every elementary school 
could be given the responsibility of ensuring 
that all sixth-grade students can add, subtract, 
multiply, and divide (as measured on some 
yardstick test). The police commissioner and 
the commander of every police precinct could 
be given the responsibility of reducing the 
number of GPS devices stolen from cars by 10 
percent this year. Such outcome responsibilities 
are harder to achieve. Organizations produce 
the outputs that contribute to these outcomes 
— but they don’t directly produce the outcomes 
themselves. Lots of other people — parents in 
particular — make a signifi cant contribution to 
how much students learn. And lots of factors 
affect the number of GPS systems stolen, 
including whether GPS owners leave their 
devices in their cars or whether automobile 
owners simply purchase more of them.

Or, these responsibilities could be to develop 
new strategies. If a school system or a specifi c 

As Nietzsche once noted, 
“forgetting our objectives 
is the most frequent act of 
stupidity.” Indeed, too often, 
PerformanceStat is nothing more 
than the latest government fad.
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school is not achieving its educational outcome 
targets, or if a police department or precinct 
is not achieving its crime reduction targets, 
it could be charged with developing a new 
strategy. This might appear more squishy 
— less of a target and more of a wish. Yet, 
if the organization charged with developing 
the strategy must also implement it in a way 
that eventually achieves an output or outcome 
target, the responsibility is no less real. 
Eventually the people who created the strategy 
have to demonstrate their own brilliance and 
their organization’s competence by using the 
strategy to produce the real results.

At almost all PerformanceStat meetings, the 
discussion is about results. But that does not 
guarantee that this discussion ever touches on 
who is responsible for what results. Indeed, an 
organization can hold meeting after meeting 
without ever clarifying who specifi cally is 
supposed to accomplish what exactly.

Error #3: The Meetings are Held Irregularly, 
Infrequently, or Randomly

An important component of the 
PerformanceStat strategy is the ongoing 
series of regular, frequent, periodic, integrated 
meetings. They provide feedback on both 
achievements and failures. They seek to 
identify lessons for improving performance 
in the future. They keep the organization’s 
leaders up-to-date on what is happening in 

each sub-unit. And, they keep the management 
leadership team of each sub-unit focused on 
achieving its targets.

To accomplish all this, the participants in these 
meetings examine performance of each sub-
unit since the last meeting: Has the sub-unit 
done what it promised at the last meeting? 
Has it hit its targets? How? Why not? What 
are the successes? What are the problems, 
inadequacies, weaknesses, and shortfalls? 
Should the targets be changed for the next 
period? Do specifi c problems need to be fi xed? 
If so, by whom and by when? Should the 
sub-unit be charged with developing a new 
strategy? If so, by whom should it be crafted 
and by when should it be implemented?

When Baltimore launched CitiStat, Jay Sakai 
was one of the fi rst members of its analytic 
staff. A few years later, he moved to head 
the city’s Bureau of Water and Wastewater. 
Thus, Sakai’s relationship to CitiStat changed 
signifi cantly. Originally, he had been analyzing 
the data of the city’s operating agencies. Now 
he was managing one.

Moreover, Sakai’s thinking about the CitiStat’s 
routine of bi-weekly meetings for every agency 
changed. As a CitiStat analyst, he thought 
the meetings were too frequent. But when he 
began as a line manager, he realized that the bi-
weekly schedule made sense. Why? Because if 
the meetings were less frequent, he could leave 
the meeting relieved, thinking: Thank goodness 
that meeting is over; I won’t have to worry 
about that for a while. But, if the next meeting 
is only 14 days away, it isn’t really over: I have 
to start to work right now on the problems that 
have been identifi ed and the commitments that 
have been made; otherwise, in two weeks, I and 
my bureau will be embarrassed.

There is nothing magic about Baltimore’s 
two-week interval. These meetings could 
be biweekly or monthly (or perhaps even 
quarterly). After all, the frequency of the 
meetings depends upon how frequently new 

The chief executive needs 
to delegate — offi  cially and 
unequivocally — a key deputy 
to conduct every meeting. 
Otherwise, from one meeting 
to the next, there will be no 
consistency of purpose — no 
ability to focus on the completion 
of specifi c responsibilities.



5

R a p p a p o r t  I n s t i t u t e  |  Ta u b m a n  Ce nte r       P O L I C Y  B R I E F S

data become available. If performance data are 
available only monthly, it makes little sense to 
hold bi-weekly meetings.

Nevertheless, if an agency or jurisdiction 
is serious about using this strategy to 
improve performance, it ought to hold its 
PerformanceStat meetings on a regular and 
frequent basis. If individual managers and their 
units are to improve performance, they need 
to know three things: (a) when the next data 
cycle ends, (b) what specifi cally they need to 
do to demonstrate improvement by the end of 
that cycle, and (c) when they will report back 
in front of their organizational superiors, peers, 
and subordinates on how much they have 
accomplished on making these improvements.

These meetings are both substantive and 
symbolic. Because these meetings examine 
specifi c performance defi cits, explore possible 
solutions, and produce specifi c commitments 
for specifi c actions to be completed by specifi c 
dates, they create real opportunities to produce 
better results. And because these meetings 
require the active engagement of most of the 
agency’s or jurisdiction’s key executives, 
they dramatize that the issues being analyzed, 
discussed, and debated are important.

Error #4: No One Person Authorized to Run 
the Meetings

For these meetings to work, however, someone 
has to conduct each meeting. Moreover, that 
someone ought to be the same someone. The 
PerformanceStat strategy depends upon the 
regular, periodic discussions of performance, 
but these discussions will have little impact if 
they are conducted by a rotating collective of 
random offi cials.

The person who conducted last month’s 
meeting must conduct this month’s meeting. 
Otherwise, the continuity in the analysis of 
performance is lost. Moreover, to do this, 
the person who runs the meeting needs clear 
authority. 

The Seven Big Errors of PerformanceStat

Ideally, this would be the chief executive: the 
police commissioner, the mayor, or the agency 
head. In many circumstances, however, this 
individual has too many other responsibilities. 
A mayor, for example, has so many demands 
on his or her time — demands that cannot 
be conveniently scheduled around the 
PerformanceStat calendar.

Consequently, the chief executive needs to 
delegate — offi cially and unequivocally 
— a key deputy to conduct every meeting. 
Otherwise, from one meeting to the next, 
there will be no consistency of purpose — no 
ability to focus on the completion of specifi c 
responsibilities.

Error #5: No Dedicated Analytic Staff 

PerformanceStat requires data — data that 
illustrates the current level of performance. 
Who, however, looks at the data? Who analyzes 
the data in an attempt to fi gure out whether 
performance is improving or not? Who 
examines the data and tries to fi gure out what 
new approaches should be considered? 

The managers of the various sub-units need 
to do this. But the leadership team of the 
jurisdiction or agency needs a few people to do 
this too. 

And these people can’t also have ten other, 
higher-priority tasks. For the PerformanceStat 
strategy to produce meaningful results, it needs 
a few analytical people working on it full-time 
to understand — through the use of data — 
what kind of results are really being produced.

Error #6: No Follow-Up

What is the relationship between the issues 
discussed at the previous meeting and those 
examined at the meeting today? Did today’s 
meeting build on the problems identifi ed, 
solutions analyzed, and commitments made 
at the previous meeting? Or are we, yet again, 
starting all over? If the PerformanceStat 
approach is to produce real improvements in 
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analytic staff, and if it has failed to conduct 
any follow-up since the previous meeting, it 
is unable to do much more than applaud this 
delightful show.

Still, the leadership team can’t let sub-units off 
the hook when they offer bland assertions of 
wonderful progress without offering any data 
as evidence. Conversely, they can’t also rely 
purely on brutal censure without offering an 
opportunity to improve and earn compliments. 
To truly improve any sub-unit’s performance, 
the leadership team needs to both pressure its 
managers and help them to succeed.

Adapting the Principles of 
PerformanceStat

PerformanceStat isn’t a model. It can’t simply 
be copied. It isn’t a system. It can’t be airlifted 
from one organization into another. Obtaining 
the benefi ts of this approach to performance 
— using this strategy to produce real 
improvements in results — requires more than 
the mindless mimicry of the most visible and 
most superfi cial elements of the approach.

Yet this is what Eli Silverman of the 
John Jay College of Criminal Justice 
suggests many police departments have 
done. He reports that many of the efforts 
at “replication are frequently based on a 
superfi cial understanding” of the strategy.12 
PerformanceStat is more than some fancy 
technology and a series of meetings; yet, 

Obtaining the benefi ts from 
this approach to performance 
— using this strategy to produce 
real improvements in results 
— requires more than the mindless 
mimicry of the most visible and 
most superfi cial elements of the 
approach.

The Seven Big Errors of PerformanceStat

results, it has to focus on the key results that 
need improvement. And it has to focus on them 
at meeting, after meeting, after meeting.

Of course, if there is no clear purpose or 
no clear responsibilities, there will be little 
on which to follow-up. And if there is no 
analytical staff, there will be no one charged 
with providing the briefi ng materials to suggest 
on what to follow-up. Finally, if there is no one 
individual authorized to run the meetings, there 
will be no one who can follow-up.

And, with no follow-up, the PerformanceStat 
will be little more than PerformanceSham.

Error #7: No Balance Between the Brutal 
and the Bland

Both NYPD’s CompStat and Baltimore’s 
CitiStat are known for being tough and 
uncompromising with poor performers. A 
report by the Police Foundation found that 
CompStat had “a reputation among line offi cers 
as brutal and punitive rather than collaborative 
and creative.”10 The CitiStat meetings in 
Baltimore and the ATLStat meetings in 
Atlanta have been described as “brutal, 
unsentimental affairs.”11 Indeed, both NYPD 
and Baltimore have accumulated an image of 
being aggressively demanding, sometimes even 
sarcastically demeaning.

Yet in an overreaction to NYPD’s and 
Baltimore’s reputation, some jurisdictions 
and agencies have consciously tried to make 
their meetings as harmonious as possible. 
As a result, their meetings have become 
mostly show-and-tell.  The director of each 
subordinate unit (be that a precinct commander 
or an agency head) essentially runs the 
meeting, showing a series of PowerPoint slides 
and presenting yet another glowing picture of 
the unit’s latest accomplishments.  

 Unfortunately, if the leadership team has failed 
to specify what it is trying to accomplish, 
if it has failed to designate someone to run 
every meeting, if it has failed to create its own 
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when you visit any particular example, that is 
primarily what you will see.

PerformanceStat is a leadership and 
management strategy that public executives 
can employ to produce real results in a 
variety of government jurisdictions and 
public agencies. But to do so, they need not 
only to ascertain the key components of 
the strategy but also to develop their own 
complex appreciation of the cause-and-effect 
relationships among these components and the 
results to be produced. To make an intelligent 
adaptation of any leadership or management 
strategy, public executives must understand 
how this approach can work — what the cause-
and-effect connection is between their actions 
and their results. Then, they need to adapt these 
cause-and-effect concepts to refl ect their own 
unique circumstances as well as the purposes 
they are attempting to achieve.

Endnotes

1 David Weisburd, Stephen D. Mastrofski, Rosann 
Greenspan, and James J. Willis, The Growth of 
Compstat in American Policing, Police Foundation 
Reports (Washington, D.C.: Police Foundation, 
April 2004), pp. 4, 6.  See also: David Weisburd, 
Stephen Mastrofski, Ann Marie McNally and 
Rosann Greenspan, Compstat and Organizational 
Change: Findings from a National Survey, Report 
submitted to the National Institute of Justice by 
the Police Foundation, (Washington, D.C.:  Police 
Foundation, 2001).
2 Lorraine Mazerolle, Sacha Rombouts, and 
James McBroom, “The Impact of COMPSTAT 
on Reported Crime in Queensland,” Policing: 
An International Journal of Police Strategies & 
Management, vol. 30, no. 2 (2007), p. 238.
3 Ellen Perlman, “‘Stat’ Fever,” Governing, January 
2007, p. 48.
4 Cathy Sharp, Jocelyn Jones, and Alison M. Smith, 
What Do We Measure and Why? An Evaluation of 
the Citistat Model of Performance Management 
and its Applicability to the Scottish Public Sector 

The Seven Big Errors of PerformanceStat

(Edinburgh: Scottish Executive Social Research, 
2006).
5 Thus, PerformanceStat is not the latest, multi-
variable statistic invented by the Sabermetricians 
to fi nally determine who really is the best baseball 
player. It has absolutely nothing to do with 
baseball, let alone Bill James, or Billy Beane, or 
Theo Epstein.
6 Robert D. Behn, “On Why Public Managers 
Need to Focus on Their Performance Defi cit,” 
Bob Behn’s Public Management Report, vol. 4, 
no. 1 (September 2006).
7 I have observed: CompStat in Lowell and 
Boston, Massachusetts, and in Los Angeles; 
Traffi cStat, JobStat, T.E.A.M.S., and S.T.A.R.S 
in New York City; DPSSTAT at the Los Angeles 
County Department of Public Social Services; 
CitiStat in Baltimore, SomerStat in Somerville, 
Massachusetts, ProvStat in Providence Rhode 
Island, SyraStat in Syracuse, New York, ATLStat 
in Atlanta, PalmStat in Palm Bay Florida, 
ColumbusStat in Columbus, Ohio, SFStat in San 
Francisco; GMAP in Olympia, Washington and 
the Performance Center in Columbus Ohio.
8 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Wanderer and His 
Shadow, (online at http://www.davemckay.
co.uk/philosophy/nietzsche/nietzsche.
php?name=nietzsche.1878.humanalltoohuman.
zimmern.12), p. 206.
9 Another error of PerformanceStat is the 
failure to ensure that the organization charged 
with a specifi c responsibility has the necessary 
operational capacity. But this is a common failure 
in government, and so I have not included it 
on this list. See Robert D. Behn, Performance 
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratchet 
Up Performance (Washington, D.C.: IBM Center 
for the Business of Government, 2004), p. 16.
10 James J. Willis, Stephen D. Mastrofski, and 
David Weisburd, Compstat in Practice: An 
In-Depth Analysis of Three Cities (Washington, 
D.C.: The Police Foundation, 2003), p. 21.
11 Shirley Franklin, “After New Orleans,” Esquire, 
December 2005.



8

R a p p a p o r t  I n s t i t u t e  |  Ta u b m a n  Ce nte r       P O L I C Y  B R I E F S

RAPPAPORT
Institute for Greater Boston
Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University

The Rappaport Institute for Greater Boston 
aims to improve the governance of Greater 
Boston by fostering better connections 
between scholars, policy-makers, and civic 
leaders.  More information about the Institute is 
available at www.ksg.harvard.edu/rappaport.

The Taubman Center and its affi  liated 
institutes and programs are the Kennedy 
School of Government’s focal point for 
activities that address urban policy, state 
and local governance and intergovernmental 
relations.  

12 Eli B. Silverman, “Compstat’s Innovation,” in 
David Weisburd and Anthony A. Braga (eds.), 
Police Innovation: Contrasting Perspectives (New 
York:  Cambridge University Press, 2006) p. 267.

Further Reading

“What All Mayors Would Like to Know About 
Baltimore’s CitiStat Performance Strategy,” 
Robert D. Behn, Washington, D.C.: IBM 
Center for the Business of Government, 2007. 
Online at http://www.businessofgovernment.
org/pdfs/BehnReportCiti.pdf.

“Designing PerformanceStat: Or What are the 
Key Strategic Choices that a Jurisdiction 
or Agency Must Make When Adapting the 
CompStat/CitiStat Class of Performance 
Strategies?” Robert D. Behn, Presented at the 
Twenty-Ninth Annual Research Conference of 
the Association for Public Policy Analysis and 
Management, Washington, D.C., November 9, 
2007

“The Theory Behind Baltimore’s CitiStat,” 
Robert D. Behn, Presented at the Twenty-
Eighth Annual Research Conference of the 
Association for Public Policy Analysis and 
Management, Madison, Wisconsin, November 
4, 2006

“The Varieties of CitiStat,” Robert D. Behn, 
Public Administration Review, Vol. 66, No. 3 
(May-June 2006), pp. 332-340

“The Core Drivers of CitiStat: It’s Not Just 
About the Meetings and the Maps,” Robert 
D. Behn, International Public Management 
Journal, Vol. 8, No. 3 (2005), pp. 1-25

“Can CitiStat Work in Greater Boston?” 
Phineas Baxandall and Charles Euchner, 
Cambridge, MA: Rappaport Institute for 
Greater Boston, 2003. Online at http://www.
ksg.harvard.edu/rappaport/downloads/citistat/
fi nal_citistat_report.pdf.

“The Baltimore CitiStat Program:  
Performance and Accountability,” Lenneal 
J. Henderson, Washington, D. C: IBM Center 
for the Business of Government, 2003.  
Online at: http://www.businessofgovernment.
org/pdfs/HendersonReport.pdf.

“The Philadelphia SchoolStat Model,” 
Christopher Patusky, Leigh Botwinik, and 
Mary Shelley, Washington, D.C.: IBM Center 
for the Business of Government, 2007. 
Online at http://www.businessofgovernment.
org/pdfs/PatuskyReport.pdf.

“What Do We Measure and Why? An 
Evaluation of the Citistat Model of 
Performance Management and its 
Applicability to the Scottish Public 
Sector,” Cathy Sharp, Jocelyn Jones, and 
Alison M. Smith, Edinburgh, Scotland: 
Scottish Executive Social Research, 2006. 
Online at http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publica
tions/2006/07/21102410/0.



Author information 
goes here

What All Mayors Would Like  
to Know About Baltimore’s  
CitiStat Performance Strategy

M
an

ag
in

g 
fo

r 
Pe

rf
o

rm
an

ce
 a

n
d

 R
es

u
lt

s 
Se

ri
es

providing cutting-edge  

knowledge to  

government leaders

Robert D. Behn
Lecturer
John F. Kennedy School of Government
Harvard University



2 0 0 7

Robert D. Behn
Lecturer
John F. Kennedy School of Government
Harvard University

What All Mayors Would Like  
to Know About Baltimore’s  
CitiStat Performance Strategy

ManaGinG For perForMance and reSULtS SerieS



2

t a B L e  o F  c o n t e n t S

Foreword ..............................................................................................4

Letter to City Mayors ...........................................................................6

What Exactly Is CitiStat? ......................................................................7
 the concept  .................................................................................7
 the purpose  .................................................................................8
 the commitment  ..........................................................................9

How Does a City Get Started? ...........................................................11
 the Beginning  ............................................................................11
 initial progress  ............................................................................12

What Measures and Data Does a City Need? ....................................14
 the Measures  .............................................................................14
 the data  ....................................................................................15

Who Has What Responsibilities? ........................................................18
 the Mayor  ..................................................................................18
 the citiStat Staff  .........................................................................20
 the agency director and Managers  ............................................23

What Kind of Infrastructure Does a City Need? ................................25
 the room  ...................................................................................25
 the technology  ..........................................................................26
 the Budget  .................................................................................27

What Is the Purpose, Operation, and Impact of the Meetings? .........29
 the participants in the Meeting ...................................................29
 the conduct of the Meetings  ......................................................30
 the preparation for the Meetings  ................................................32

How Does CitiStat Affect Key Relationships? .....................................34
 city council Members  ................................................................34
 agency directors and Managers  .................................................34
 agencies  .....................................................................................35
 Unions  .......................................................................................35
 city employees  ...........................................................................35
 citizens  ......................................................................................36
 Journalists  ...................................................................................36
 other Stakeholders  .....................................................................37

Cover photo: Seated at the center of the table opposite the podium, former Mayor  
Martin O’Malley listens to a presentation at a Baltimore CitiStat meeting. 

photo courtesy of the city of Baltimore.



3

What Did Baltimore Accomplish? ......................................................38
 results  ........................................................................................38
 cause and effect  .........................................................................43

What Is the Future of CitiStat? ..........................................................45
 Uniqueness  ................................................................................45
 evolution  ....................................................................................45
 Sustainability  ..............................................................................46

Endnotes ............................................................................................48

About the Author ...............................................................................52

Key Contact Information ....................................................................53



iBM center for the Business of Government4

F o r e w o r d
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on behalf of the iBM center for the Business of Government, we are 
pleased to present this report, “what all Mayors would Like to Know 
about Baltimore’s citiStat performance Strategy,” by robert d. Behn.  

this report continues the center’s long interest in Baltimore’s citiStat 
program, an exemplar of managing for performance in government. in 
2003, the iBM center for the Business of Government published a case 
study of the program by Lenneal Henderson, “the Baltimore citiStat 
program: performance and accountability.” in 2004, Baltimore’s citiStat 
was selected as an innovation in american Government award winner.  

as the citiStat program received increased attention, Baltimore became 
a frequent destination for mayors from across the United States and the 
world to visit so they could learn how the program worked. Based on 
these visits and ongoing discussions with citiStat staff, dr. Behn prepared 
this report to summarize and present the questions most frequently 
posed to citiStat staff and to Mayor Martin o’Malley. in January 2007, 
Mayor o’Malley was sworn in as governor of Maryland and quickly 
began implementing a StateStat program. the new mayor of Baltimore, 
Sheila dixon, has continued the citiStat program.  

while most visiting mayors were impressed with citiStat and aspired to 
replicate the program, many were not sure how to proceed in bringing 
citiStat to their city. this report explains how citiStat should be viewed 
as a leadership strategy rather than a management system. when viewed 
as a leadership strategy, dr. Behn argues, the program can be repli-
cated and customized to each mayor’s individual needs and priorities.

albert Morales

Michael c. powell
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iBM Global Business Services 
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a key insight from this report is that there is no single, right approach  
as to how to develop a successful management performance and 
accountability structure. Success depends heavily on clear goals, 
committed leadership, and persistent follow-up. as dr. Behn says,  
“ … those who would design a citiStat for [their] city need to start 
with their purpose.”

we believe this report offers a clear road map for other mayors and 
government leaders who may be interested in pursuing the citiStat 
strategy. the lessons in this report are also clearly relevant to other 
government organizations at the federal, state, and local level. a recent 
iBM center for the Business of Government report, “the philadelphia 
SchoolStat Model,” shows how the strategy has been adapted to an 
urban school district. the citiStat strategy has been adapted for use in 
state government as well.
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L e t t e r  t o  c i t y  M a y o r S

dear Mayor:

So you’ve heard about citiStat. perhaps you saw Baltimore’s former mayor, Martin o’Malley, extol its 
virtues.1 perhaps you heard Baltimore’s current mayor, Sheila dixon, explain how she is adapting it to her 
administration’s priorities. perhaps you learned about it at a conference, or by reading about it in a maga-
zine2 or report3 or online.4 and you’ve heard that citiStat can improve the performance of city agencies—
that it can motivate a city’s managers and employees to produce the kind of results that citizens value. 

now you want your own citiStat. 

But what exactly does this mean? what does it entail? what do you need to do? what do you need to do 
first? what do you need to worry about? what are the potential pitfalls? what can you expect to accom-
plish? Should you really bother? i’m sure that you have lots of questions. 

this report is designed to answer all of the questions that you have—plus some that may never have 
occurred to you. these answers will help you get started, recruit an effective staff, create the necessary 
(though minimal) infrastructure, achieve some successes, learn from these successes (and the inevitable 
failures too), and create a durable (if evolving) performance strategy that can motivate a city’s managers and 
employees to produce the kind of results that you promised during your election campaign.

as with anything else you try to do in your city, the details matter—they matter a lot. and these details 
inevitably depend on other particulars—everything from what your citizens expect your administration to 
accomplish, to the current capacity of your different city agencies, to your own governing style. consequently, 
the answers to these questions cannot be definitive. you can’t just copy the Baltimore “model.” you will 
need to recognize the core idea contained in each answer and then figure out how to make it work in your 
own city with its own unique problems and opportunities. 

Still, the citiStat performance strategy is not something that is and must be unique to Baltimore. it can prove 
effective in a variety of governmental jurisdictions—including yours. 

and if you have any more questions, don’t call me. call Governor Martin o’Malley or Mayor Sheila dixon.
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citiStat sounds like a wonderful idea. But what is it, 
really? a mayor may have seen the citiStat room. a 
mayor may have watched a citiStat meeting. a mayor 
may have talked with the citiStat staff. a mayor may 
have examined some citiStat data. a mayor may have 
admired a few citiStat maps. yet, this mayor may still 
not be sure exactly what citiStat is. 

The Concept 

Q: What exactly is CitiStat? 

A:	 A	leadership	strategy!	

citiStat is a leadership strategy that a mayor can 
employ to mobilize city agencies to produce spe-
cific results.5 

the obvious and operational components of 
citiStat are its meetings and questions, its targets 
and data. But these visible features are only the 
vehicles by which the mayor focuses the personal 
attention, the management energy, the operational 
tactics, and the creative talents of the people in 
individual city agencies on the task of producing 
clearly specified results. 

consequently, one way for a mayor to think about 
citiStat might be: 

a city is employing a citiStat performance 
strategy if it holds an ongoing series of 
regular, periodic meetings during which the 
mayor and/or the principal members of the 
mayor’s leadership team plus the individual 
director (and the top managers) of different 
city agencies use data to analyze the agen-
cy’s past performance, to establish its next 
performance objectives, and to examine its 
overall performance strategies. 

this characterization is not a very demanding one. 
technically, all that it requires is “an ongoing series 
of regular, periodic meetings” plus the actual “use” 
of some “data”—all designed to improve the “per-
formance” of city agencies. Given, however, that 
these meetings are “ongoing,” “regular,” and “peri-
odic,” one subtle feature of citiStat is often missed 
by casual observers: this ongoing discussion of 
performance involves much persistent follow-up 
on past performance deficits and previous commit-
ments to fix specific problems, as well as follow-up 
on decisions, commitments, and established expec-
tations for future performance improvements. 

in practice, however, citiStat is much more com-
plex. the key aspect of this way of thinking about 
public management is the clear, express, detailed 
focus on performance. this focus is revealed in the 
effort to learn what the data reveal about the achieve-
ments and deficiencies of past performance; in the 
establishment of specific targets for future perfor-
mance; and in the development, testing, evaluation, 

What Exactly Is CitiStat?

View from the north gallery of the CitiStat room. Former 
Mayor Martin O’Malley reviews CitiStat surveys.
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and adjustments of operational tactics that can build 
on past achievements, remedy past deficiencies, 
and bring about future improvements. thus, citiStat 
is more than meetings and data. it requires: 

targets (which provide benchmarks for judging  
successes and failure) 

tactics (which focus organizational efforts on 
achieving the targets) 

data (which track the performance of agencies 
and subunits) 

analysis (which, using the data, identifies the 
causes of both success and failure) 

Questions (which reveal what agencies are 
doing and not doing to achieve their targets) 

Learning (which comes from these analyses, 
questions, and answers) 

collaboration (which helps the mayor’s staff 
and the agency’s director and managers6 to 
determine what to do next) 

experimentation (which creates new ways of 
achieving success) 

Meetings (which regularly review agency 
progress, targets, analyses, and strategies) 

thinking (which can suggest how the entire 
approach can be improved) 

if a mayor and his leadership team are doing these 
things consciously, persistently, imaginatively, and 
skillfully, they are undoubtedly doing something 
that—even if it does not have the outward appear-
ance of Baltimore’s citiStat—accomplishes the 
citiStat’s purpose: to improve the performance of 
city government. 

Q: What is CitiStat not? 

A:	 CitiStat	is	not	a	system.	

there is no correct, prescribed, fixed “model” for 
citiStat. no one has created the “mold” from which 
all other citiStats must be cast. there exists no orga-
nizational “genome” from which to create a dna test 
to determine whether a citiStat is a true descendent 
of the original. no one has designed the template 
that a city must methodically follow if it is to offi-
cially qualify as practicing citiStat.7 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

this is bad news; it discredits the dream of simply 
copying the Baltimore “system.” at the same time, 
it is good news; it licenses a mayor to adapt the 
core concept of citiStat to his or her specific pur-
poses and the city’s own, unique circumstances. 

indeed, any mayor must adapt the core concepts of 
citiStat to reflect his or her own leadership strategy, 
with specific components that respond to the cur-
rent needs of the city, the operational capacities of 
its agencies, and his or her own political and mana-
gerial agenda. 

The Purpose 

Q: What is CitiStat designed to accomplish? 

A:	 More	and	better	results!	

citiStat is designed to improve the performance of 
every city agency. each city agency is charged with 
producing results. otherwise the agency has no rea-
son to exist. thus, the purpose of citiStat is to help, 
motivate, cajole, and, if necessary, pressure agency 
managers to achieve more and better results. 

Q: Whose results? 

A:	 The	mayor’s	results!	

as the city’s elected chief executive, the mayor is 
the official responsible for the overall management 
of the city—for establishing its strategic direction 
and producing results. and, obviously, the citizens 
elected this mayor because they expected that he or 
she would accomplish something—perhaps some 
very specific somethings that the mayor promised 
during the campaign, perhaps just some general 
somethings that now need to be translated into 
specific operational improvements.8 

at the same time, the mayor is not apt to have a 
long, detailed list of very pointed results to be pro-
duced by every subunit within every agency in the 
city. For some items at the top of his or her agenda, 
the mayor may have very explicit ideas about the 
specific results that a specific department, agency, 
or unit needs to produce. in other circumstances, 
the mayor will rely on the judgments of others—key 
stakeholders, people on his or her own leadership 
team, as well as the political appointees and civil 
servants in the departments. 



www.businessofgovernment.org 9

wHat aLL MayorS woULd LiKe to Know aBoUt BaLtiMore’S citiStat perForMance StrateGy

in many circumstances, the mayor will preside over 
some subtle negotiations—perhaps merely called 
“discussions”—with the various parties. in an attempt 
to decide what agencies need to produce what 
results, the people engaged in these discussions will 
attempt to answer a number of questions: what do 
the citizens expect? what does the mayor expect? 
what can we afford? what can the agency’s person-
nel deliver? what mental, strategic, tactical, and/or 
operational changes would we need to make if we 
wanted to produce more? what kinds of changes can 
be expected to produce what level of improvements? 

For some departments in Baltimore, Mayor o’Malley 
had some very specific ideas about the performance 
targets that he wanted them to achieve. For other 
departments, he established the overall framework 
but was open to suggestions about what exactly the 
targets should be. For still other departments, he 
permitted the selection of targets to be worked out 
by his citiStat staff and the department’s managers. 

Q: What kind of results? 

A:	 Service-delivery	targets.	

in Baltimore, Mayor o’Malley and his staff estab-
lished a set of key performance targets for every city 
agency. each target reflected a specific type of ser-
vice that the city provided to its citizens that was to 
be completed within a specific time period. 

For example, o’Malley established the “48-hour 
pothole guarantee.” if a citizen called in a request 
to fill a pothole, the department of public works 
would fill that pothole within 48 hours. 

Q: How does CitiStat produce these results? 

A:	 Through	leadership!	

again: citiStat is not a mechanical system. it is not 
an evaluation scheme. it is not a computer program. 
citiStat is a leadership strategy that permits the 
mayor and his management team to track, analyze, 
appraise, diagnose, and improve the results produced 
by every city agency. 

this requires leadership—active leadership by the 
mayor, by the mayor’s key deputies, and by agency 
managers. in any organization (public, private, or 
nonprofit) of any size (a large corporation or a small 

local office), the top manager cannot expect to 
produce results in absentia. to produce real results, 
the manager must be personally engaged in every-
thing from establishing the targets to be achieved, 
to monitoring progress, to analyzing failures, to 
rewarding success. 

the top manager can delegate some of these core 
tasks to others. this requires, however, that the top 
manager clearly establish that the deputies to whom 
these tasks have been delegated speak for the man-
ager. if subordinates learn that they can go directly 
to the top manager—over the heads of these depu-
ties—and win, the deputies will be neutralized. 
they will be able to accomplish nothing. 

in Baltimore, Mayor o’Malley made it clear to all 
that First deputy Mayor Michael enright and citiStat 
director Matthew Gallagher spoke for him. indeed, 
after a few years, o’Malley rarely attended citiStat 
meetings. nevertheless, the citiStat strategy remained 
effective because everyone knew that enright and 
Gallagher—and, over time, the younger members 
of the citiStat staff—were always operating with the 
mayor’s explicit, personal authority and approval. 

The Commitment 

Q:  What kind of commitment does CitiStat 
require? 

A:	 A	real,	serious	commitment.	

no mayor should initiate the creation of citiStat 
without fully recognizing the implications of the 
undertaking. after all, most city employees and 
many managers of city agencies will quickly inter-
pret it as yet another management fad. they’ve seen 
it all: management by objectives and total quality 
management, zero-based budgeting and perfor-
mance-based budgeting, the balanced scorecard 
and the organizational dashboards. they aren’t going 
to get too excited about the mayor’s latest little brain-
storm (or brief mental shower). From experience, 
they have determined how best to cope with the 
latest mayor’s random neuron firings. why bother, 
they have learned, when this will soon disappear, 
to be replaced by another mayoral impulse? 

thus, a mayor who wishes to establish citiStat not 
only needs to make a real commitment; he or she 
also needs to dramatize this commitment. 
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Q:  How can a mayor demonstrate his or her 
commitment to CitiStat? 

A:	 By	spending	time.	

the most obvious way for a mayor to demonstrate 
personal commitment to citiStat (or to anything) is to 
spend time on it—serious, consistent, repeated time. 

indeed, as with anything else in government—or 
in life—people will not accomplish very much if 
they do not commit their most valuable resource: 
time. others will measure a mayor’s commitment to 
citiStat (or to anything else) by the level of resources 
that the mayor puts into it. and again, because 
everyone recognizes that a mayor’s time is his or her 
scarcest resource,9 they will look to see how much 
time the mayor has invested in citiStat. 

Q:  To what should a mayor commit his or 
her time? 

A:	 	To	participating	in	CitiStat	meetings	and	
to	knowing	key	data.	

the most obvious way that a mayor can demonstrate 
commitment to citiStat is to participate in the 
citiStat meetings. a mayor may not be able to attend 
every single one. the inevitable crises require may-
ors to leave city hall to be on the scene. and any 
mayor has a host of other obligations and pressures. 
nevertheless, if a mayor is to convince the city’s 
agency directors and managers to take the citiStat 
process seriously, he or she has to attend—and 
actively participate—in many of the meetings. 

eventually, a mayor can commission a key deputy 
to run the meetings. indeed, if that authorization is 
unambiguous, the mayor need not even attend 
many meetings. Still, at the beginning, the mayor 
needs to be a participant. Moreover, the mayor 
needs to know the data—or, at least, some of the 
data. For whatever the performance targets the 
mayor cares about the most, he or she needs to 
know the data. otherwise, everyone will quickly 
comprehend that the mayor doesn’t really under-
stand these targets, let alone care about them. 

a mayor need not become a statistician. a mayor 
need not personally massage the data. nevertheless, 
the mayor does need to demonstrate—repeatedly at 
every meeting with every agency—that he or she 
does understand what is going on, has some clear 

expectations for the specific improvements, and can 
tell from the data whether the agency is making 
progress. the mayor has to be prepared to engage in 
an intelligent discussion about what can be learned 
from the data, about what can be learned from the 
agency’s efforts and experience, and about the kinds 
of changes the agency and the mayor’s office need to 
make to ratchet up to the next level of performance. 

Later, a mayor can delegate the task of conducting 
the meeting to a deputy—signaling in some unam-
biguous way that this aide speaks for the mayor. 
initially, however, if a mayor wants agency directors 
and managers, their staff, and their frontline workers 
to seriously work toward achieving specific perfor-
mance targets, the mayor needs to dramatize that he 
or she is also working on them—and seriously too. 
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How Does a City Get Started?

even if a city’s mayor and its leadership team under-
stand both Baltimore’s overarching concept and its 
operational details, they will discover that it isn’t 
obvious how to go from zero to a fully functional 
and effective citiStat strategy. after all, for any new 
enterprise, getting started is a big challenge. 

The Beginning 

Q:  How much equipment is needed to get 
started? 

A:	 Not	much.	

Sure, it would be nice to have a fully equipped 
citiStat room with the computers and the projectors 
and all of that fancy technology. it would certainly 
be nice to have hired a competent complement of 
analytical staff. and, obviously, it would be nice to 
have all of the data templates filled in with abso-
lutely perfect data. if a mayor waits that long, how-
ever, he or she may no longer be mayor. 

So rather than wait until all 10,000 ducks are lined 
up in a perfect row, just get started. 

Q: What should a city do first? 

A:	 Start	with	what	it	has.	

in Baltimore, the citiStat staff began by asking each 
agency to bring what data it already had. not sur-
prisingly, most agencies brought two kinds of data: 
financial data and personnel data. Most agencies 
were not really collecting performance data of any 
kind. For other administrative reasons, however, they 
were all collecting lots of data—particularly data 
about money and people. they collected financial 
data so that they could keep track of their budget 
and comply with various reporting requirements. 

and they collected personnel data so that they 
could keep track of their staff and comply with 
various reporting requirements. 

From these data, the citiStat staff quickly figured out 
that Baltimore had a big overtime problem. thus, it 
began focusing its initial analyses and meetings on 
the challenge of getting control of overtime.10 

each city will begin in its own way. it will begin with 
the data that are available and with the performance 
deficits that it considers most important or most ame-
nable to some swift and significant improvements. 

Like much else with the citiStat performance strategy, 
where to begin is a judgment call. For example, a city 
may face a glaring performance deficit—one that is 
recognized by the mayor, by the responsible city 
agency (or agencies), by journalists, and by citizens. 
the mayor may conclude that no one will take 
citiStat seriously if the mayor fails to attack this obvi-
ous problem. in the absence of such a conspicuous 
performance deficit, however, the mayor may have 
the luxury of choosing from a variety of significant 
if less visible problems. in this situation, the mayor 
might well choose to focus on a few smaller but eas-
ily corrected (if not eliminated) problems. Faced with 
skepticism inside and outside of city government, a 
mayor could elect to demonstrate some quick wins 
that can silence the critics and convince others to see 
the benefits of the citiStat strategy. 

Q:  How much resistance will a city get—and 
from whom? 

A:	 Some	active,	mostly	passive.	

any new initiative in any large organization creates 
resistance. Some of this resistance comes from the 
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passive pessimists who conclude, “why bother?” 
Some of this resistance comes from active malcon-
tents who have become comfortable with their 
existing procedures and routines and see no reason 
to change; indeed, these individuals may be signifi-
cantly inconvenienced by the new initiative. 

the active malcontents will forcefully and publicly 
criticize the new initiative: “it won’t work.” “we 
tried it before.” “this new guy doesn’t understand 
how our organization works.” “we don’t have the 
money or the people or the equipment to do that.” 
they may even seek to sabotage the initiative with 
a strategy of malicious compliance: do precisely 
what is requested, but be completely undiscerning 
in doing so. 

the passive pessimists will go through the motions. 
they will do what is requested, without making 
any effort to undermine the enterprise. But they 
believe—actually “know”—that it won’t last. it 
won’t do any good and will be quickly abandoned. 
or something else will come along—another brain-
storm, another fad—and this one will vanish. “why 
look stupid? why commit to an enterprise that is 
bound to prove ephemeral? if you knew it would 
last—sure—it would be worth helping to make it a 
success; but long before it has a chance to be suc-
cessful, it will disappear. So why bother?” 

Q: What kinds of mistakes can a city make? 

A:	 All	kinds	of	mistakes.	

no one pulls off a new initiative without making 
any mistakes. a mayor has to accept that a new 
citiStat will not be any different. if the city tries to 
copy Baltimore’s approach precisely, it will make 
mistakes. no other city is precisely like Baltimore, 
and thus the details of what Baltimore did will be 
perfectly suited for no other city. if the city tries to 
copy Baltimore’s approach, it will make mistakes—
for it will miss one or more important differences 
between it and Baltimore, or it will misinterpret the 
nature or magnitude of a key difference. 

consequently, at the beginning the mayor’s leader-
ship team will have to manage the citiStat process 
by groping along.11 Some things will work. Some 
won’t. thus, the mayor and the citiStat staff will 
have to be consciously analyzing not only what 
worked and what didn’t, but also why. For only by 

answering the “why?” question will the city be able 
to learn from its successes and its mistakes. 

Initial Progress 

Q: How ambitious should a city be? 

A:	 Enough	to	create	some	obvious	successes.	

one way to convert the passive pessimists into 
active adherents is to create some quick wins. 
the size of the wins is less important than that they 
be quick and obvious. Karl weick of the University 
of Michigan has called this “the strategy of small 
wins.”12 don’t undertake to solve all of your prob-
lems at once. you can’t. So don’t try. 

instead, attempt to build upon a series of small suc-
cesses, each one of which is an accomplishment by 
itself. at the same time, each small win also serves 
to convince others that the strategy is working and 
will continue to work in the future. thus, the series 
of small wins gives confidence to committed sup-
porters, converts some passive pessimists, and neu-
tralizes the active malcontents. and each additional 
win—no matter how small—sends an unambiguous 
signal that this isn’t going away. 

Q: How can a city get results quickly? 

A:	 	By	focusing	on	eliminating	obvious,	simple	
obstacles	to	improve	performance.	

the quick wins will come by strategically selecting 
opportunities to eliminate annoyingly small yet 
clearly consequential barriers that are preventing 
city agencies from producing more or better results. 
Such a barrier could be obsolete rules that no one 
has felt authorized to change. it could be the lack 
of a key resource such as a piece of equipment or 
an individual with particular training. it could be the 
inability of two agencies to collaborate effectively to 
produce a common product. 

or it could simply be a lack of attention to the par-
ticular result that the mayor has now identified as 
being a core commitment of city government. after 
all, every city agency has multiple tasks—and for 
every existing task there exist some influential stake-
holders who believe that their task is the most 
important in all of city government. consequently, 
agency personnel are usually taught that every task, 
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every activity, every result is a top priority. city 
government has no low-priority jobs. 

the consequence is that there are no priorities. no 
one can assert that one activity is more important 
or less important than another. 

Still, a citiStat performance strategy requires focus. 
it requires choices. Some things will be more impor-
tant than others. Some results will be discussed at a 
citiStat meeting; others won’t. Some data will be 
distributed, analyzed, and debated; others won’t. 
Some aspects of performance will warrant attention 
and resources; others won’t. 

consequently, the mayor and the citiStat staff need 
to focus on some specific aspects of performance 
that they want to improve. they need to choose. 

and, at the beginning at least, they ought to choose 
opportunistically. they ought to choose aspects of 
performance for which they can easily obtain data 
and for which they can easily produce some signifi-
cant improvements. 
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What Measures and Data Does  
a City Need?

any mayor who chooses to employ a citiStat strat-
egy needs measures and data that focus attention on 
the results produced by city agencies that the mayor 
seeks to improve. consequently, much of the work 
of citiStat staff and agency managers involves the 
selection, analysis, interpretation, and revision of 
these indicators of performance. 

The Measures 

Q: How does a city know what to measure? 

A:	 	It	depends	on	what	the	mayor	is	trying	to	
accomplish.	

as with every other choice about how to conceive 
and create, then implement and adjust a citiStat 
leadership strategy, this decision also depends 
upon citiStat’s purpose. architects operate by Louis 
Sullivan’s important principle: “Form ever follows 
function.”13 architects can’t make important deci-
sions about the design of a building until they 
know what purpose the building will serve. Similarly, 
those who would design a citiStat for a city need 
to start with their purpose. only once the mayor 
has established in his or her own mind what 
citiStat should strive to accomplish—and is able 
to clearly articulate this purpose to citiStat staff 
and agency heads—can they begin to decide what 
they will measure. 

Unfortunately, the measures that the mayor needs to 
accomplish the purposes underlying citiStat may not 
be available. Maybe no one is measuring what the 
mayor needs measured. Maybe no one will ever be 
able to measure what the mayor needs measured. 
Maybe the mayor’s citiStat staff needs to start with 
whatever is currently being measured. 

Still, given that the city will already be collecting a 
variety of miscellaneous data, the selection of measures 
should not be random. the collection of particular 
measures should be disciplined by the results that 
these measures will help the mayor, citiStat staff, and 
agency directors, managers, and employees to improve. 

consequently, even if the initial search for measures 
imitates Baltimore’s—“bring us what you’ve got”—
the choice from among these available measures is 
not arbitrary. it should still be disciplined by the 
results that the mayor seeks to achieve. once the 
citiStat staff start hunting for measures that agencies 
are already employing, they may unearth a greater 
number and variety than they originally expected to 
find. after all, agencies may well have found it to be 
in their own internal, operating interest to measure 
certain aspects of their work; at the same time, these 
same agencies may have found it not to be in their 
own external, political interest to publicize the exis-
tence of these measures. 

thus, as with almost all of the other questions 
about citiStat, the answer depends upon what the 
mayor seeks to accomplish. Like architects, public 
executives should always remember that form ever 
follows function. 

Q: Who decides what to measure? 

A:	 	All	city	employees	and	stakeholders	can	
contribute.	

the mayor has a monopoly on deciding what 
citiStat should seek to accomplish. at the same 
time, when formulating this objective, the mayor 
needs to listen to a variety of people. Like everyone 
else on the face of the planet, the mayor does not 
possess a monopoly on wisdom.14 
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Q: Why did Baltimore keep measuring the 
same things? 

A:	 Because	they	continued	to	be	important.	

producing results in city government is not a one-
time project. it will not be completed by the end of 
the first—or second—fiscal year. it is an endless 
process of continuous, incremental improvement. 

indeed, even if a city agency has somehow miracu-
lously managed to achieve optimum performance—
in the eyes of the mayor, of all of the city councilors, 
of the voters, and of every journalist in the metro-
politan region—the agency cannot simply hold a 
city-hall celebration to commemorate its champion-
ship. a city agency can’t just have a career year, and 
cash in on its triumph. it has to repeat its successes 
again next year, and the year after that, and the year 
after that. 

citizens don’t just care that the potholes are filled 
in Fy 2008. they also want them filled in Fy 2009 
and Fy 2019. the same applies to fixing sewer 
overflows or providing recreational services. once 
a city jumps on the performance treadmill, it can’t 
jump off.15 

The Data 

Q: What kind of data does a city really need? 

A:	 	Data	that	helps	to	reveal	how	well	the	city	
is	doing	in	achieving	the	mayor’s	objectives.	

For example, if a mayor is focused on filling pot-
holes, the mayor (and the citiStat staff) needs data 
on potholes. How many potholes were reported? 
How many potholes were filled? How quickly were 
they filled? 

Moreover, the analytical staffers who work for 
citiStat need to be able to disaggregate the data  
in various ways: by districts of the city, by crews in 
these districts, by time of day, by day of the week, 
by day and week of the year. they need to be able  
to use these data to calculate various summary 
statistics, such as the average time it takes to fill a 
pothole. they also need to be able to examine the 
distribution of the data. the average time to fill a 
pothole—say, less than two days—might be quite 
acceptable. yet the upper tail of the distribution—
how many potholes were not filled within, say, five 

days—might be unacceptable. as for most analytic 
tasks, the citiStat staff can learn the most from the 
data if they get it in its original, most unfiltered, 
disaggregated form. 

Q:  What kind of data does Baltimore  
actually use? 

A:	 	All	kinds	of	data	including	internal,	admin-
istrative	data,	plus	data	on	how	city	
agencies	responded	to	citizen	requests	
for	specific	services.	

citiStat utilizes a variety of standard administrative 
data (usually for two-week periods). For the depart-
ment of transportation, such administrative data 
include parking citations issued, vehicles towed, 
and signs installed and repaired. For the department 
of recreation and parks, these data include number 
of trees pruned, stumps removed, programs for school 
groups, and volunteer hours. For the department 
of Housing and community development, these 
data include the housing code enforcement inspec-
tions (including the daily average by district and 
area). Such data and more can be found on the 
citiStat website.16 

citiStat also utilizes a variety of personnel and 
financial data, such as overtime hours, unscheduled 
leave, and disciplinary actions; changes in fleet and 
equipment inventory; and, of course, expenditures 
in various categories (and against budget). 

Finally, citiStat utilizes a variety of output data 
driven by “service requests,” or “Srs,” from citi-
zens. For example, how did the department of 
transportation do in responding to citizen requests  
to fill potholes? How many such Srs were 
received, and how quickly where they “closed,” 
that is, completed? 

other city agencies get other Srs. the Bureau of 
water and wastewater gets Srs for low water 
pressure. the Forestry division of the department 
of recreation and parks gets Srs for pruning the 
over 300,000 city-owned trees. the department  
of Housing and community development gets 
Srs for investigating (and issuing violation notices 
and/or fines) for high grass or weeds on private 
property. the Health department gets Srs for its 
rat rubout program.
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Q: What kind of targets does Baltimore set? 

A:	 	Specific	completion	targets	for	every	type	
of	service	request.	

For each specific service request, the city has estab-
lished a target time (measured in days) for how long 
it should take to close the Sr. For example, Mayor 
o’Malley established the 48-hour pothole guaran-
tee: if a citizen calls 311 to ask that a pothole be 
filled, he or she will be told that this service request 
will be completed in two days. 

examples of a few of the other service-request  
targets for other city agencies include: 

the Bureau of water and wastewater: sewer 
overflow, one day 

Bureau of Solid waste: graffiti removal, seven 
days 

Health department: dead animal pickup, three 
days 

Forestry division: tree pruning, 300 days 

Q:  Where does Baltimore get its service-
delivery data? 

A:	 From	its	311	and	CitiTrack	systems.	

in March of 2002, Baltimore’s 311 phone number—
for all non-emergency calls for city services—and 
its cititrack data system were linked. consequently, 
any citizen wishing to request a city service now 
dials just three digits: 311. a city operator takes the 
call, determines the type of service request, identi-
fies the appropriate Sr template, fills in the neces-
sary information, and gives the citizen his or her 
service-request number along with the completion 
target. For this purpose, Baltimore’s 311 call center 
has 12 workstations, which are staffed round the 
clock, receiving approximately 3,000 calls per day.17 

the data from these service requests are entered into 
the cititrack database, which each city agency uses 
to follow up on its Srs. when it closes an Sr, the 
agency also enters that data into the cititrack system. 
consequently, this database provides the raw mate-
rial that both agency and citiStat staff can use to 
analyze what is happening with performance on 
particular service requests. 

•

•

•

•

Q:  How does a city ensure the integrity of 
the data? 

A:	 Audit	it.	

each agency closes its own Srs by entering this 
information into the cititrack system. consequently, 
Baltimore has to check to be sure that the citizen’s 
request for service has indeed been satisfied. it does 
this by randomly calling each week 100 citizens to 
see if they are satisfied with the city’s work. 

Q:  What kinds of data are nice to have but are 
not essential? 

A:	 	Data	that	are	available	because	someone	
is	collecting	them	but	which	are	not	obvi-
ously	connected	to	the	mayor’s	purposes.	

if the city has few potholes, if citizens are not com-
plaining about how long it takes to fill a pothole, 
and, thus, if the mayor does not really care about 
potholes, data on how long it takes to fill a pothole 
are nice, but not particularly helpful. they may 
become helpful some day, when potholes become a 
meaningful issue (either because the city has a par-
ticularly bad winter or because a few vocal citizens 
have some neglected potholes near their residences). 

at the same time, even if potholes are not at the 
top of the mayor’s, the city council’s, or the citizens’ 
agenda, the mayor and the citiStat staff may still 
wish to focus on the pothole data. why? Because it 
may be that (despite the lack of political interest) 
the pothole-filling process can be easily and quickly 
improved significantly. this provides an opportunity 
to demonstrate some quick if small wins18 and to 
teach the managers and employees of other agencies 
that progress is, indeed, possible. 

Q: Does CitiStat employ any qualitative data? 

A:	 Yes.	

neither the mayor, the first deputy mayor, the 
director of citiStat, nor the citiStat staff are hun-
kered down in city Hall staring at their computer 
screens. they also live in the city. they observe city 
operations themselves. they hear from constituents. 
they read the newspapers and listen to the news. 
consequently, when an agency fails to fulfill expec-
tations—either a citizen’s, a journalist’s, or their 
own—they quickly seek to fix the mistake. 
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Moreover, they use the problem as an opportunity 
to learn whether there exists a more systemic, 
underlying difficulty that requires more analysis 
and follow-up. in addition, the citiStat staff includes 
an investigator with responsibility for photographing 
(and re-photographing) egregious past failures, plus 
new and troubling concerns. 

indeed, often a citiStat session will begin not with 
a discussion of the data for a particular Sr, but with 
some questions about a recent newspaper story, or 
about a problem that someone on the mayor’s lead-
ership team has simply observed, or about a series 
of photographs that the investigator has taken. 

Q:  Can a city use outcome data or does it 
have to rely on output data? 

A:	 	Rarely	will	a	city	have	outcome	data	that	is	
available	sufficiently	quickly	to	be	used	man-
agerially	to	make	operational	improvements.	

the standard measurement mantra is: “don’t measure 
inputs. don’t measure processes. don’t measure 
activities. don’t measure outputs. only measure 
outcomes.” Unfortunately, in city government 
(indeed, in any government) this is often difficult. 
Sometimes it is impossible. consequently, a citiStat 
strategy may have to rely more on output data than 
on outcome data. 

a government’s output is what occurs at the agen-
cy’s border. it is the streets cleaned, the children 
vaccinated, the criminals arrested, the restaurants 
inspected, the trees trimmed, the fires extinguished. 
all these are important activities of a city govern-
ment. they are important, however, primarily because 
we believe that, in producing these outputs, the city 
is accomplishing important public purposes. we 
believe that, by producing these outputs, the city 
is creating public value.19 Still, the connection is 
rarely perfect.20 

the health department could have inspected 
every restaurant twice in the past year. Still, 
the department might have failed to protect 
the city’s citizens and visitors. the health 
department could have checked for the wrong 
diseases or the wrong unsanitary practices or it 
could have checked for the right problems but 
done this checking badly. 

•

the fire department could have arrived at every 
fire quickly, put out every fire efficiently, and res-
cued all endangered individuals safely. Still, the 
city’s families and businesses could have suffered 
too much property damage from fires. the fire 
department may have failed to create a fire-
prevention campaign that reduced the need to 
put out so many fires or rescue so many people. 

For most city agencies, most of the available data 
will be output data—measures of what the agency 
does, measures of its outputs. consequently, this 
may be the only place to start—with whatever out-
put data are available. Moreover, what citizens may 
care most about is that city agencies do produce 
their required outputs. they may well care more that 
the potholes are filled quickly, efficiently, and perma-
nently than whether the city’s pothole-filling strategy 
has significantly reduced congestion. they may care 
more that broken tree branches are trimmed quickly 
(and the mess removed) than how high the city ranks 
on some organization’s beautiful-city index. a mayor 
cannot devote too much time and energy to the out-
comes until the city agencies are doing a good job 
producing their assigned outputs. 

Still, outputs are not the definitive measure of a 
city agency’s performance. How does a city know 
whether its streets are clean (the ultimate outcome 
about which citizens care) if it only measures tons 
collected (the output that the sanitation department 
produces)? it doesn’t. consequently, in addition to 
measuring how efficiently, effectively, and speedily 
the department picks up the city’s trash, the mayor 
might seek outcome measures for the cleanliness of 
city streets.21 

For a mayor seeking to create a citiStat performance 
strategy, it makes sense to start with the available 
data. the city will, of course, have a lot of input 
data. it may have some output data, though the 
mayor’s citiStat staff may need to do some signifi-
cant work to create useful and revealing output 
data. only once the city has managed to create an 
assortment of productive output data should it move 
to the more challenging task of creating outcome 
data that are both meaningful and useful. 

•
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Who Has What Responsibilities?

Given the multiplicity of real, nitty-gritty operational 
responsibilities of any city government, given the 
challenge of getting anything done in government, 
and given the complexity of the citiStat strategy, 
who needs to do what to ensure that performance 
does improve? 

The Mayor 

Q: What is the mayor’s primary responsibility? 

A:	 To	convince	people	that	CitiStat	is	for	real.	

in any government jurisdiction, the elected chief 
executive sets the tone. whether it is the mayor, 
the county executive, the governor, or the president, 
people are always looking to this individual for clues. 
does the mayor really care about this? or is this 
something that the mayor is doing merely to appease 
some important constituency? does the mayor really 
believe in this? or will this soon disappear (just like 
all of those other mayoral initiatives) to be replaced 
by the next big thing? does this mayor follow 
through? or does this mayor jump capriciously 
from fad to vogue to trend to craze? Should i pay 
any attention to what the mayor is currently espous-
ing? or is it not worth my time? 

For most people in government, the default assump-
tion is obvious: this too will pass. after all, expe-
rienced public employees have accumulated 
significant empirical evidence to support this infer-
ence. time after time, year after year, most of the 
“top priority” initiatives have possessed no more 
permanence than a Fourth of July fireworks display. 
they were dazzling wonders to watch. yet they were 
soon gone, mostly remembered for how brilliantly, 
and briefly, they lit up the sky. why should city 
employees or citizens think that this latest mayor’s 

latest whim—“what do they call it? cityStat?”—will 
be any different? 

thus, any mayor who seeks to employ a citiStat 
strategy to improve the performance of city agencies 
needs to convince the people who work for the city 
that this mayoral initiative is, indeed, for real. in 
fact, unless the mayor makes a conscious, commit-
ted, and consistent effort to do so, people will pay 
no more attention to citiStat than they do any politi-
cian’s BoMFoG oratory.22 they accept it as nice 
rhetoric but understand that it lacks any real opera-
tional significance. 

Q:  What can a mayor do to set the necessary 
tone? 

A:	 Invest	personal	prestige	in	CitiStat.	

what does a mayor take seriously? the things—
activities, policies, endeavors, projects, initiatives, 
programs—in which the mayor has invested his or 
her reputation. if employees and citizens conclude 
that the mayor has staked his or her political, profes-
sional, and personal reputation in an undertaking, 
they will also take it seriously. 

this creates a dilemma. without investing personal 
prestige in a citiStat strategy, a mayor cannot mobi-
lize people to take it seriously. at the same time, by 
investing personal prestige in citiStat, the mayor is 
gambling on its success. By not investing his or her 
reputation in citiStat, a mayor is lowering the cost of 
failure. at the same time, however, by not investing 
his or her reputation in citiStat, a mayor is also low-
ering its chances of success. as with any mayoral ini-
tiative, by increasing his or her personal investment 
in citiStat, a mayor simultaneously improves both the 
probability of success and the costs of failure. 
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Q:  How can a mayor invest personal prestige 
in CitiStat? 

A:	 By	spending	money,	staff,	and	time.	

elected chief executives have numerous ways to 
demonstrate that they are serious about an initiative. 
the two most obvious are to spend money and to 
spend time. Both money and time are very scarce 
commodities. thus, people will watch to see how 
the mayor invests them. 

on what does a mayor spend money? any new 
mayor faces a budget deficit. it is a law of urban 
government; no mayor leaves a successor with a 
budget surplus.23 Still, citiStat does not have to cost 
that much. Sure, there is the initial capital cost of 
the room and the technology, plus the ongoing 
operating cost for the staff. compared with the 
public-works budget, however, citiStat is cheap. 

nevertheless, people will be checking on what finan-
cial resources the mayor invests in citiStat. does the 
mayor convert an existing city-hall room into the 
official citiStat room? or are citiStat meetings con-
ducted in some undisclosed location away from city 
hall?24 does the mayor invest in the technology to 
conduct the meetings—and the technology that the 
citiStat analysts need to do their work? or do the 
people with responsibility for collecting, analyzing, 
and displaying citiStat data have to scavenge for 
computer hand-me-downs? does the mayor invest in 
a talented staff of citiStat analysts? or does the mayor 
give these citiStat tasks to people who already have 
multiple, much-higher-priority assignments?25 

indeed, on what does the mayor spend talented 
staff? Mayors can attract ambitious, talented people 
who believe that they can make a difference—and 
their reputation—in city government. at the same 
time, the supply of such people—people with the 
capacity and willingness to make a difference in city 
government—is not unlimited. a mayor can seek to 
recruit more of these people. at the same time, a 
mayor has to decide what assignments to give the 
city’s top recruits. again, people will be watching.  
if the mayor recruits people with real analytical tal-
ent and assigns them to the citiStat office, everyone 
will notice. if the mayor doesn’t even bother to 
attempt to attract analytical talent, or if the mayor 
assigns all the people with analytical skills to, say, 
the budget shop (and not citiStat), everyone will 

get the message. if the mayor delegates the task of 
running the citiStat meetings to a junior aide, every-
one will get the message. Mayors spend staff just 
like they spend money, and people watch to see on 
what priorities a mayor is spending the best staff. 

Mayors also spend time—their time, their most valu-
able commodity. and again, people are watching: on 
what does the mayor spend time? is the mayor spend-
ing time on citiStat? if so, the mayor must be serious 
about it—deluded, maybe, but, nevertheless, undeni-
ably serious. thus, even if city employees believe that 
the mayor is naive about the prospects for producing 
results in city government, even if they believe that, 
citiStat or no citiStat, city government will never 
improve performance, they will still take note of the 
mayor’s willingness to spend time on citiStat. 

Q: What does the mayor not need to do? 

A:	 Attend	every	meeting.	

if a mayor faithfully attends every citiStat meeting, 
people will quickly get the message. if the mayor is 
always in a room, a lot of other people will want to 
be in that room. not everyone, of course; all those 
city employees who prefer to remain anonymous will 
want not to be in that room. and, if the mayor is ask-
ing pointed questions about agency performance (or 
is merely present while others ask such questions), 
the number of people who would prefer not to be in 
the room will increase. nevertheless, if the mayor is 
frequently attending the meetings, people will get the 
message: the mayor is serious about citiStat. 

Unfortunately, mayors are human. Like the rest of 
us, they too have only 168 hours in their week. 
Moreover, all mayors have a multitude of responsi-
bilities—the numerous things that they want to do, 
plus the even more numerous obligations that other 
people (always very important people) expect them 
to fulfill. Mayors must attend meetings, deliver 
remarks at portentous events, lobby state legislators, 
listen attentively to impassioned lectures, massage 
city-council egos, smile for photographs, hold 
neighborhood outreach sessions, shake hands with 
visiting dignitaries, visit schools and toss students’ 
hair, and cut pretty ribbons. oh, yes: and most 
mayors also have a family. 

all mayoral schedules require compromises. 
consequently, no mayor can attend every meeting. 
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no mayor should expect to attend every citiStat 
session. even if a mayor initially believes that he or 
she will be able to attend every citiStat session, this 
promise will quickly be compromised. 

Fortunately, a mayor need not attend every meet-
ing—or even half the meetings. after all, a key 
virtue of citiStat—a necessary attribute that is often 
missed by those who visit Baltimore for a morn-
ing26—is the continuity of the issues discussed at the 
meetings. the most important aspects of a city agen-
cy’s performance are examined repeatedly—at meet-
ing, after meeting, after meeting … after meeting. 

a mayor who cannot attend every meeting cannot 
personally provide this continuity. 

Q: What does the mayor have to do? 

A:	 Confer	authority.	

a mayor cannot chair every citiStat meeting. But 
someone must. the responsibility for conducting the 
meeting cannot be randomly rotated among miscella-
neous members of the mayor’s staff. it cannot be left 
to a third-level subordinate. if the citiStat meetings—
and thus the entire citiStat strategy—are to have any 
impact on the behavior of city employees, these 
meetings must be chaired by a single individual upon 
whom the mayor has conferred significant status. 

the purpose of a citiStat meeting—or, more appro-
priately, the purpose of a series of citiStat meet-
ings—is to focus the energies of city employees on 
fixing their key performance deficits.27 this, how-
ever, will not happen after one meeting. it will take 
a series of meetings, months of meetings, perhaps 
years of meetings. Moreover, this will not happen 
if each meeting examines a new performance prob-
lem. if citiStat meetings are to have an impact, they 
must continuously and consistently examine a core 
set of performance challenges: tracking the data, 
observing both advances and setbacks, debating 
alternative approaches, motivating people to experi-
ment with new tactics, learning from both failures 
and successes, and keeping people focused on the 
results to be produced and improved. 

one individual has to provide this consistent conti-
nuity. and the mayor needs to make it clear exactly 
who this individual is. it might be the mayor’s chief 
of staff. it might be the deputy mayor for operations. 

it might be the director of the department of man-
agement. it might be the director of citiStat. the 
formal title this person holds is less important than 
his or her informal but authoritative status. 

the mayor may well enter office accompanied by 
this individual. He or she may have been the cam-
paign manager, law partner, college roommate—
someone whom the press has already publicly 
identified as the mayor’s alter ego. when Martin 
o’Malley became mayor of Baltimore, his first 
appointment was Michael enright as first deputy 
mayor. everyone knew (or quickly figured out) that 
enright spoke for the mayor. 

in other circumstances, the mayor will need to 
make this delegation of authority visible and explicit. 
the mayor can do this by attending many of the 
initial citiStat meetings and frequently and explic-
itly ratifying with appropriate words and strategic 
silence the probing, suggestions, and directives of 
the individual who will also run the meetings in 
the mayor’s absence. 

Finally, of course, the mayor will need to quickly 
and clearly strike down the first threat (subtle or 
direct) to this individual’s authority. when the first 
agency head seeks to appeal an instruction issued 
at a citiStat session, the mayor needs to squelch it 
quickly. otherwise, everything that happens at 
future citiStat sessions will be either ignored or 
open to appeal. 

to ensure that citiStat is effective, the one thing that 
a mayor has to do is to endow the individual(s) who 
will run the meetings and the staff who will do the 
analyses with the authority they need to do their jobs. 

The CitiStat Staff 

Q:  What kind of staff does it take to make 
CitiStat work? 

A:	 A	smart,	dedicated,	hardworking	staff.	

the skills needed by citiStat staffers are the same as 
those required by any city employee with significant 
responsibilities. citiStat staffers must be dedicated, 
willing to work long hours for significantly less pay 
than they could make in the private sector. citiStat 
staffers must be smart—smart along a variety of 
dimensions. they must be analytically smart, 
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comfortable with numbers, and able to tease out 
interesting trends, problems, and opportunities from 
the available data. at the same time, they must be 
politically and organizationally smart. they must be 
able to present and explain their data in a manner 
that does not gratuitously offend the personal or pro-
fessional competence of the agency’s director and 
key managers. if citiStat staffers can explain their 
work clearly and cooperatively but can offer only 
shallow analyses, they contribute little to the perfor-
mance of city agencies. if these staffers are brilliant 
analysts of the data but present their conclusions 
condescendingly, they will undermine the mayor’s 
efforts to convince city agencies to focus on results. 

Most public-sector jobs require multiple intelli-
gences.28 the job of the citiStat staffer is no different. 

Q: What exactly does the CitiStat staff do? 

A:	 	Identify	performance	deficits	and	suggest	
strategies	for	improvement.	

the first task of the citiStat staff is to look at the 
data. From whatever data are available, the staff 
needs to figure out what is working and what isn’t. 
the task here is to identify the city’s performance 
deficits—results being produced by city agencies 
that are, in some way, inadequate. 

this requires a comparison. it may be the compari-
son of the city’s data with similar data from other 
similar municipalities. it may be the comparison of 
the data for one city unit with the data for another 
similar unit. it may be the comparison of the data 
for one city agency with some ideal—an ideal 
expressed in a general mayoral aspiration or in a 
specific performance target. whenever the citiStat 
staff reaches any conclusion about the performance 
of a city agency—positive or negative—they do so 
based on some kind of comparison. 

Sometimes these conclusions will be drawn from 
aggregate data: How many potholes did citizens 
report last month? How many did the city fill 
within its target time of 48 hours? and what was 
the average time it took for the city to fill a pothole? 
Such data provide a picture of an agency’s city-
wide performance. 

often, however, useful conclusions can be drawn 
only from disaggregated data. How did the pothole 

crew in district one do compared with the pothole 
crew from district six? were potholes reported on 
wednesday morning filled more quickly—or less 
quickly—than those reported on Saturday morning? 
were potholes reported on Monday morning less 
likely to be filled quickly—and, if so, was that 
because of the backlog of potholes reported over 
the weekend (when citizens had more time to report 
them and fewer crews were working) or because 
Monday is traditionally a low-productivity day in 
the street maintenance division? 

this simple example suggests the uncertainty in ana-
lyzing disaggregated data. First, in what ways should 
the analysts disaggregate the data? By geography? 
By organizational subunits? By time? in the search 
for something revealing, the analysts don’t necessar-
ily know along what dimension to disaggregate the 
data. Mostly analysts guess, using either past experi-
ence with the data or an educated hunch. But until 
the analysts actually do the disaggregation for the 
first time, they won’t learn whether their work will 
uncover anything unusual. 

Moreover, even if the analysts do discover some-
thing unusual in the data—something that suggests 
they might learn something from their disaggregated 
data—they may not immediately understand what 
the data are revealing. does the difference between 
the crews in district one and district six reflect dif-
ferences in their workplace dedication, in their 
operational competence, in their crew supervisors, 
or in their organizational intelligence? or is the 
difference due to the conditions under which they 
work? or is the difference purely random, likely to 
disappear in next month’s data?29 

Finally, once the analysts have learned something 
significant from the data, they need to figure out 
what to do about it. what might they recommend? 
Should they suggest that the district-six crew reor-
ganize its work to reflect the superior tactics of the 
district-one crew? or should the crew supervisor in 
district six be replaced? or can the lower productiv-
ity of the district-six crew be fixed with some simple 
on-the-job mentoring for its supervisor? 

the data do not answer these questions. conse-
quently, these kinds of questions—both what are the 
conclusions to be drawn from the differences in the 
data and what kind of remedial action (if any) 
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should be taken—need to be discussed with the 
agency director at the next citiStat meeting. 

Q: How many CitiStat staff does a mayor need? 

A:	 Not	many.	

the size of the citiStat staff depends upon size of 
the city and the ambition of the mayor. if the mayor 
of a large city (say, with a population of half-a-million 
people, and hundreds of propagating potholes) 
wants to use citiStat to really improve performance, 
he or she will need several analysts in the citiStat 
office. yet Baltimore (with a population of 640,000) 
has only a director, half-a-dozen analytic staff, and 
an investigator. 

Like city government itself, Baltimore’s citiStat staff 
is organized around city agencies. each of its ana-
lysts is assigned to cover several of these agencies, 
and they become very familiar with their agencies’ 
data, operations, and key managers. Given the two-
week cycle of the citiStat meetings, each analyst 
usually covers just two agencies, preparing each 
week for one citiStat meeting for one agency.30 in 
addition, the investigator roams the city looking for 
trouble spots, often photographing them for display 
at a future citiStat session. 

Still, the minimal number of citiStat staff is probably 
two. why? Because if the citiStat office contains only 
one person, he or she will have no one with whom 
to talk. no one with whom to check and debate 
ideas. no one with whom to commiserate. no one 
to help get out of a demoralizing rut or with whom 
to celebrate a small yet meaningful success. everyone 
needs colleagues. citiStat staff are no different. 

Q: How does the mayor select the CitiStat staff? 

A:	 By	trial	and	error.	

Given the multiple talents required of any citiStat 
staffer, it is not always easy to determine whether an 
applicant will be successful in the job. thus, as with 
many public-sector jobs, the only way to discover if 
an individual can do it is to let him or her try. Some 
applicants will prove successful. Some won’t. 

nevertheless, it makes sense to select people with 
a set of basic analytical skills combined with some 
people skills and then help them grow into the job. 

an applicant need not have high-level econometric 
training; citiStat staffers run few regressions. But 
citiStat staff do have to be comfortable with num-
bers—able to look at data, uncover trends, and 
tease out revealing pieces of information. and 
they do have to be able to present their conclu-
sions in a respectful and convincing manner. 

Q: How does a mayor attract CitiStat staff? 

A:	 	By	promising	them	the	opportunity	to	have	
an	impact.	

a mayor can make citiStat hot. By committing 
city government to producing real results, and by 
making citiStat a key element of this performance 
strategy, a mayor can make joining the citiStat 
staff both an exciting adventure and an intelligent 
career move. young analysts just out of graduate 
school will be attracted by the opportunity to have 
an impact on government’s performance that work-
ing on citiStat offers. 

this is, of course, the same strategy that the mayor 
will employ to recruit the director of any city agency. 
But the pool of talent from which agency directors 
and citiStat staffers are recruited may be quite differ-
ent. agency directors need managerial experience. 
citiStat staffers need analytical expertise. Both will 
be attracted to work for a mayor who is using 
citiStat to make a difference. 

Q:  Where is the CitiStat staff located, organi-
zationally, within city government? 

A:	 In	the	mayor’s	office.	

For the citiStat performance strategy to prove 
effective in motivating the agencies to focus their 
energy and intelligence on improving performance, 
the staff need to be seen by everyone working in 
city government as a direct extension of the mayor. 
consequently, the director of citiStat needs to 
report directly to the mayor. or, if the citiStat 
director is not the individual on whom the mayor 
has conferred the authority to conduct the citiStat 
meetings, the citiStat director should, at least, 
report to this individual. 

Baltimore also emphasizes where citiStat should not 
be organizationally located. citiStat should not be part 
of the budget bureau. if it is, the people in Baltimore 
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believe, the definition of performance will soon morph 
into: How much money did we save? cost is not irrele-
vant in Baltimore, and it is not irrelevant for Baltimore’s 
citiStat. nevertheless, in Baltimore—unlike so many 
other governmental jurisdictions—expenditures are 
not the sole measure of performance. 

The Agency Director and Managers 

Q: What is the agency director’s responsibility? 

A:	 To	produce	real	results.	

Given that the purpose of citiStat is to ensure that 
city government—and thus city agencies—produce 
results that citizens value, the primary responsibility 
of the manager of each city agency is to produce 
those results. 

But what results? whose results? the manager of 
any public agency receives multiple and conflicting 
instructions about what results to produce. the agen-
cy’s authorizing legislation is simultaneously vague 
and contradictory. the pressures from members of 
the city council, organized constituency groups, 
journalists, and individual citizens come with the 
same ambiguity and tensions. 

Given this reality, some agency managers may view 
citiStat as a blessing, because citiStat eliminates 
that ambiguity. the citiStat process provides an 
agency director with a clear understanding of the 
specific results on which the agency should concen-
trate. citiStat may not eliminate all of the tensions. 
not every stakeholder will share the mayor’s priori-
ties. nevertheless, by providing an agency with a 
clear definition of the results that are of the highest 
priority, citiStat implicitly designates the other 
remaining results as lower priority. citiStat provides 
the director, managers, and employees of each city 
agency with a focus for their work. 

Q:  What is the job of an agency’s director and 
managers at a CitiStat meeting? 

A:	 	To	answer	questions,	to	explain	existing	
approaches,	and	to	offer	new	ideas.	

a citiStat meeting centers around a series of ques-
tions asked by the mayor’s staff to which the agency 
director and managers need to respond. these ques-
tions come in several basic forms: 

this aspect of performance, as captured by these 
service-request data, is slipping or has not 
improved as fast as we would like. what has 
your agency done about this? 

the other week (month, quarter, year) we 
agreed on the need to employ this particular 
approach. what has your agency done to 
implement it? 

we’ve noticed this really big problem. what is 
your organization doing about it? 

that is, the questions focus on some improvement 
that the agency needs to make. 

agency directors and managers need to respond to 
such questions in four ways: 

they need to provide straightforward, factual 
information. what happened? when? How? 
why? (note: denying the existence of the 
problem is not a politic rebuttal.) 

they need to explain what the organization has 
done so far to mitigate the problem. who did 
what when? what happened? (note: reporting 
that no effort has been made to deal with the 
problem is not a prudent reply.) 

they need to explain what they have so far 
learned from these efforts. what worked? what 
didn’t? why? (note: disclosing that nothing has 
been learned from any effort to fix the problem 
is not an astute response.) 

if they are not convinced that they have satis-
factorily mitigated the problem, the agency 
director needs to outline a new approach to 
fixing it. what might work? why? when will  
it be implemented? How much will it cost? 
when can improvements be anticipated? (note: 
revealing that no thought has been given to a 
new approach is not an advisable reaction.) 

at a citiStat meeting in Baltimore (as at a compStat 
meeting in new york city31), an agency director or 
manager is responsible not so much for a specific 
outcome but for having an intimate working knowl-
edge of the agency’s performance deficits and some 
well-thought-out strategies for fixing them. 

•

•

•
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2.

3.
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Q:  How do agency directors prepare for a 
CitiStat meeting? 

A:  By	conducting	their	own	internal	
AgencyStat	session. 

when Baltimore launched citiStat, agency directors 
came to their biweekly meetings unprepared. they 
quickly learned, however, that they needed to get 
themselves ready to answer the inevitable questions. 
So the day before, they started getting together with 
their own managers, a meeting that quickly morphed 
into an internal “agencyStat.” initially, these meetings 
were like debate preparation: “what are our data say-
ing? what questions will i be asked? what is my best 
answer?” But eventually, as agency directors began to 
appreciate how the citiStat strategy could improve 
performance, they began to use their agencyStat ses-
sions to manage their own organization. in Baltimore, 
agencyStat sessions are not just designed to get ready 
for tomorrow’s meeting. instead, agency directors use 
them to improve performance so that they won’t have 
to sweat so much about a future meeting, three or six 
months in the future. 
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citiStat may be a leadership strategy. nevertheless, 
the implementation of this leadership strategy takes 
place within a specific operational framework. it 
takes place in a room, depends upon some specific 
forms of technology, and (as always) needs a budget. 

The Room 

Q:  What are the key characteristics of the 
CitiStat room? 

A:	 Chairs,	tables,	and	a	podium.32	

the most obvious feature of Baltimore’s citiStat room 
is the podium. Behind this podium (see Figure 1 on 
page 26) stands the director of the agency whose 
performance is being discussed. occasionally, the 
first deputy mayor or the agency director will call 
other agency managers to the podium. 

this podium is not essential. a citiStat session could 
be conducted with everyone sitting around a large 
conference table or in a variety of other settings. 

nevertheless, the podium does possess symbolic 
significance. the individual at the podium is the 
only one in the room who is standing. everyone 
else in the room is focused (both visually and men-
tally) on this person. (or persons; sometimes two or 
maybe three people are standing behind the podium.) 
thus, the podium dramatizes who is responsible—
who is responsible both for answering the specific 
question now being discussed and for the general 
overall operation of the broader issue of perfor-
mance being examined. 

Sitting at a table facing the podium are four chairs. 
one is for Mayor o’Malley, who during the second 
half of his seven-year tenure rarely participated in 

citiStat meetings. Michael enright, the first deputy 
mayor, was, however, a permanent fixture at most 
citiStat meetings and usually led the discussion. 
Similarly, Matthew Gallagher, the director of citiStat, 
participated in almost every meeting (and took the 
lead when enright could not). the mayor’s chief of staff 
rarely attended and rarely participated when he did. 

Sitting on the two wings of this table were the direc-
tors of the city’s key support units: 

the department of Finance was usually repre-
sented by its deputy director, Helene Grady. 

the Mayor’s office of information and 
technology was represented by the city’s chief 
information officer, elliot H. Schlanger, who 
almost always attended the meetings. 

the department of Human resources was 
represented by a variety of different people. 

the office of the Labor commissioner was usu-
ally represented by commissioner Sean Malone. 

•

•

•

•

Mayor Sheila Dixon conferring with Philadelphia Demo-
cratic Party mayoral primary winner, Michael Nutter, on 
June 22, 2007, during a CitiStat meeting.

What Kind of Infrastructure Does 
a City Need?
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the mayor’s Law department was usually repre-
sented by the legal counsel, ralph S. tyler. 

Under each of the two screens on the wall were 
half-a-dozen seats for the top deputies of the agency. 
Both on the left side and the right side of the room 
were another two dozen chairs for more officials 
from the agency as well as for the usual collection 
of out-of-town visitors. in a bench in front of the 
control room sat the citiStat analyst for the agency. 
and in the control room were another two citiStat 
staffers who projected the various maps, charts, and 
data on the screens. 

The Technology 

Q: What kind of technology does a city need? 

A:	 	Enough	so	that	the	city	can	collect,	analyze,	
and	display	data	about	results.	

over time, Baltimore’s technology has become 
more sophisticated. in the beginning, however, it 
was not particularly polished. as its initial search 
for data was pragmatic and opportunistic, so was 
its choice of technology. it began with what was 
available. 

• today, Baltimore’s citiStat relies on four types  
of technology: (1) the 311 phone system, (2) the 
cititrack data system, (3) spreadsheet templates 
and analytical frameworks for analyzing data, and 
(4) computers and projectors that display the maps, 
charts, and data during a meeting. 

Given that the objective of citiStat is to improve the 
performance of city agencies, it needs data about 
this performance: what specific results is a specific 
agency supposed to produce? Until this question is 
answered, it is impossible to decide what data to 
collect and analyze, let alone what technology is 
needed to facilitate these tasks. 

in Baltimore, Mayor o’Malley chose to focus on 
the delivery of city services. in particular, he chose 
to focus on the time it took for a city agency to sat-
isfactorily respond to a citizen’s request for a spe-
cific service. How long did it take to fill a pothole? 
to trim a tree? to get water out of a residential 
basement? if this is the kind of results that the mayor 
wants to produce, the city needs to be able to 
measure the relevant agency’s performance. conse-
quently, Baltimore specified 250 different kinds of 
“service requests,” or Srs, that citizens could make 
from city government. 

Figure 1: A Rough Schematic of Baltimore’s CitiStat Room During the O’Malley Administration
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Q: What is the 311 City Call system? 

A:	 	A	single	centralized	method	for	citizens	to	
request	services	from	the	city.	

in addition to citiStat, Baltimore created its 311 city 
call system (an innovation pioneered by chicago). 
a citizen who wants a city agency to do something 
no longer has to figure out what agency that is and 
what the phone number for that agency is. nor does 
the citizen need to resort to calling 911 with the pre-
text that the request is an emergency. instead, the citi-
zen just dials a single number—311—for all such 
requests. Like a lot of other cities with a 311 number, 
Baltimore refers to this as “one call to city hall.” 

Baltimore’s 311 call center contains 12 workstations 
and has a staff of 30 trained customer service agents. 
these agents employ 250 different templates on 
which they record the details of the 250 different 
types of service request. there is the Sr template for 
a pothole, a different one for a tree trim, and still 
another for water in a basement. citizens can also 
make a 311 service request online.33 

Q: What is CitiTrack? 

A:	 	A	customer	relationship	management		
system	for	keeping	track	of	citizen	
requests	for	service	and	their	fulfillment.	

the analysis conducted by the citiStat staff requires 
data. consequently, Baltimore needs a mechanism—
a database—that can be used to collect and com-
pare data. cititrack is that database. 

Baltimore stores the details on each of these Srs 
using yet another technology—the cititrack system. 
Modeled after customer relationship management 
(crM) systems in the private sector, cititrack 
records the details of all service requests made to 
the 311 system (either over the phone or online) 
including when these tasks were completed. 
originally, this crM software was developed by 
Motorola in cooperation with Baltimore; it can 
now be purchased off-the-shelf from Motorola.34 

any analysis of performance requires an agreement 
about exactly what data is required. this, in turn, 
requires an agreement about the exact nature of 
performance that needs to be improved. Until those 
issues are addressed, it makes little sense to create 
a new database. in Baltimore, because the mayor 

chose to define performance as improvement in city 
services, the cititrack database collects information 
on how well different city agencies are doing on this 
mayoral dimension of performance. 

Q:  What are the data templates that Baltimore 
employs? 

A:	 Excel	spreadsheets.	

when Baltimore created citiStat in 2000, it also cre-
ated data templates using excel spreadsheets. Since 
then, the citiStat staff has occasionally updated the 
spreadsheets to provide additional data or analysis. 

Many of these data templates can be seen on the 
citiStat website (in pdF format).35 when Baltimore 
receives a request from another jurisdiction, it has 
been willing to send a sample to others. 

Q:  Where does Baltimore obtain the special 
equipment it uses? 

A:	 Off	the	shelf.	

Baltimore has obtained the various components of 
the information technology that it uses for citiStat 
strictly from standard sources. none of Baltimore’s 
equipment is proprietary. the computers in 
Baltimore’s citiStat offices are no different from 
those in any other city hall. 

The Budget 

Q: How much did it cost to create CitiStat? 

A:	 $20,000.	

the initial setup cost for citiStat—for the room and 
the information technology—was just $20,000. Most 
of this went for the information technology. the facili-
ties—the room in which the citiStat meetings are 
held and the offices in which the citiStat staff work—
were created from underutilized parts of city Hall. 
consequently, the start-up funds that were not spent 
on technology went for sheetrock, tables, and chairs. 

Q:  What is the annual operating cost of CitiStat? 

A:	 Half-a-million	dollars	per	year.	

For Fy 2007, the operating budget for Baltimore’s 
citiStat was $509,000. all but $6,000 of this was 
for salaries and benefits. 
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Q:  To what component of the city’s budget is 
CitiStat assigned? 

A:	 The	mayor’s	budget.	

citiStat is a unit within the mayor’s office. conse-
quently, the citiStat operating budget is part of the 
mayor’s operating budget. 

Q:  How much does the 311 Call System and 
CitiTrack cost? 

A:	 	$2.5	million	in	initial	capital	costs	and	$4.6	
million	per	year	in	operating	costs.	

the capital costs included $2 million for Motorola’s 
customer relationship management system, and 
another $500,000 for the city’s call center. 

Q:  How does CitiStat influence the budget 
process? 

A:	 Indirectly.	

once a month, an agency’s citiStat meeting will 
begin with a budget update and an examination of 
specific funds: why is this running over budget? 
why is it running under? then, once a year, citiStat 
conducts a detailed review of each agency’s budget. 

of course, citiStat analyses and discussion have a 
lot of subtle influences on other aspects of the city’s 
operations, everything from budget to procurement 
to human resources. citiStat identifies difficulties 
that need to be resolved, and with people from the 
agency and mayor’s support offices in the room, 
these can be worked out on the spot. Moreover, the 
reputation for competence and cooperation that an 
agency, its director, and its managers establish over 
many citiStat sessions affects their working relation-
ships with other agencies, not just the budget office. 

Q:  Should the CitiStat office be part of the 
budget department? 

A:	 No.	

Baltimore emphasizes that if citiStat is run out of a 
city’s budget office, the sole measure of concern 
will quickly become dollars saved. 

the budget office has one set of purposes: to create 
the mayor’s annual budget proposal; to ensure that 
the city’s expenditures are consistent with its sources 

of revenue; to ensure that all funds are spent exactly 
as appropriated; to ensure that the city does not 
overspend its budget. For a city budget office, 
spending less is always good.36 the budget office 
would, inevitably, want to get the same bang for 
fewer bucks. the budget office might be even hap-
pier with a smaller bang for fewer bucks. 

in contrast, the citiStat office has a different set of 
purposes. primarily, the citiStat office wants to 
improve the results produced by city agencies. 
Like every other unit within city government, it is 
constrained in what it can accomplish by the 
restrictions contained in the budget. working within 
these constraints, the citiStat office seeks ways to 
produce more or better results. the staff of citiStat 
or an agency may, however, obtain some inter-
budget-item flexibility if they can make the argu-
ment to the first deputy mayor that such flexibility 
will permit an agency to improve performance. 
then, using that flexibility, the agency will need to 
develop a new strategy exploiting this flexibility and 
to report back the resulting improvements. For what-
ever bucks are available, Baltimore’s citiStat staff is 
always looking for a bigger and better bang. 
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What Is the Purpose, Operation, 
and Impact of the Meetings?

the most visible feature of citiStat is the meeting. 
Mayors and others who visit Baltimore to learn about 
citiStat spend most of their time observing a meeting. 
and although citiStat is more than a series of meet-
ings, these meetings are, in fact, central to the strategy. 

The Participants in the Meeting 

Q: Who attends the meeting? 

A:	 	Several	dozen	people	from	the	agency	and	
the	mayor’s	office.	

a citiStat meeting is a deliberation that involves the 
management team from a city agency and key per-
sonnel from the mayor’s office. 

inevitably, the agency is represented by the director, 
who stands at the podium; 10 to 12 of the director’s 
key deputies, who sit under the two screens; and 
another dozen or so middle managers, who sit on 
the wings. every one of these individuals can be 
called upon—either by the mayor’s staff or by the 
agency director—to answer questions about some 
aspects of his or her specific responsibilities. Some 
of the deputies may be repeatedly called upon ses-
sion after session; others may need to respond only 
two or three times a year. 

yet, even if agency middle managers rarely need 
to answer a question, they profit from the session. 
Kimberly Flowers, who served on the citiStat staff 
before she became director of the city’s department 
of parks and recreation, noted that she brought 
her agency’s top two-dozen officials to her citiStat 
sessions because she wanted each of them to under-
stand the mayor’s agenda and to appreciate the 
specific results-focused expectations that the mayor 
and his staff had for the agency. 

Q: Who attends from the mayor’s office? 

A:	 About	a	dozen	key	mayoral	appointees.	

during the o’Malley administration, the attendees 
from the mayor’s office typically included: 

Michael enright, the first deputy mayor, who 
conducted the meeting 

Matthew Gallagher, the director of citiStat 
(who conducted the meeting if enright was 
unable to attend) 

the citiStat analyst responsible for the agency at 
the session 

one or two additional data analysts from the 
citiStat staff, who were responsible for project-
ing the proper graphics onto the wall 

a representative from the department of Finance, 
usually the deputy director, Helene Grady 

elliot H. Schlanger, the city’s chief information 
officer and the head of the Mayor’s office of 
information and technology 

a representative of the city’s department of 
Human resources 

Sean Malone, the commissioner of labor 

ralph S. tyler, the mayor’s legal counsel and 
head of the city’s Law department 

Q: Who does not attend the meeting? 

A:	 Journalists,	stakeholders,	and	citizens.	

citiStat is an internal management meeting—the 
mechanism that the mayor uses to run city gov-
ernment. consequently, participation is limited to 
those with direct operational responsibilities for the 
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specific agency under discussion.37 (occasionally, 
journalists have attended a citiStat meeting, but 
they do this to write a feature story, not to provide 
ongoing coverage.) 

Q: Do union officials attend the meeting? 

A:	 No.	

Mayor o’Malley’s position was that citiStat is an 
internal management meeting. if a union would let 
someone from the mayor’s office attend its internal 
meetings, asserted o’Malley, then he would permit 
the union to attend citiStat. 

in reality, of course, no citiStat meeting is completely 
confidential. after all, in the room there would usu-
ally be a union member and probably someone who 
was close to the union’s leadership. consequently, 
after the meeting ended, the union would quickly 
learn what was discussed and decided. 

The Conduct of the Meetings 

Q:  How frequently does an agency attend a 
CitiStat meeting? 

A:	 Every	two	weeks.	

the citiStat cycle is religiously regular. if an agency 
is scheduled to appear this week at 1:00 on thursday 
afternoon, it will also appear at 1:00 on thursday 
afternoon two weeks later and every two weeks 
thereafter. if an agency is scheduled to appear next 
week at 8:30 on Friday morning, it will also appear 
at 8:30 on Friday morning two weeks later and 
every two weeks thereafter. with the exception of 
official holidays, nothing interrupts this timetable. 

of course, this means that each week the mayor’s staff 
attends multiple citiStat meetings—at a minimum 
four, sometimes as many as eight. obviously, this is a 
significant commitment of one of the city’s most valu-
able resources: the time of the mayor’s key staff. 

at the same time, citiStat is how the mayor and his 
staff run the city. they devote so much time to con-
ducting and participating in these meetings, and so 
much time analyzing the data and preparing for 
these meetings, precisely because this is how they 
learn what is going on within the various city agen-
cies; how they track performance improvements; 
how they identify problems; how they learn what is 

working and what isn’t; how they track the effective-
ness of the ideas, adjustments, and solutions that they 
have implemented; how they establish who in each 
agency is competent and who isn’t; how they reward 
significant accomplishments; and how they drive 
home their unhappiness with inadequate results. 

Q:  How many CitiStat sessions does Baltimore 
conduct?

A:		Over	half-a-dozen	a	week;	several	dozen	in	
a	month.

Some sessions—specifically policeStat and School-
Stat—are held every week. citiStat sessions for most 
city departments are held on a two-week cycle; these 
include: Fire, General Services, Health, Housing, 
Solid waste, recreation and parks, transportation, 
and water and wastewater. in addition, Baltimore 
has held (biweekly or monthly) citiStat sessions for 
capital program Management, Minority Business 
enterprise (MBe) and women’s Business enterprise 
(wBe), Finance, Homeless Services, information 
and technology.

Q: Who sets the agenda for each meeting? 

A:	 	The	first	deputy	mayor,	the	director	of	
CitiStat,	and	the	agency’s	CitiStat	analyst—
and	the	agency,	too.	

For every agency in Baltimore, the agenda for its 
upcoming citiStat meeting is hardly secret. it is 
set by the performance targets specified in the 
turn-around time for the agency’s service requests, 
or Srs—particularly the agency’s priority service 
requests. and it is set by the discussion at the pre-
vious citiStat session as well as the follow-up memo 
that the assigned citiStat analyst sent to the agency 
after that session. and it is set by new developments 
that emerged during the previous 14 days, such as a 
newspaper article. 

Moreover, the agency has access to the same data 
that the citiStat staff is using. So agency managers 
can easily predict the issues on which the citiStat 
staff will focus. indeed, because the agency has 
appeared at a citiStat meeting only two weeks 
before, and because the citiStat staff has followed 
up with a memo immediately after that meeting, 
and because the mayor’s focus is not spasmodic 
but doggedly consistent, an agency’s director and 
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managers should have little difficulty predicting the 
menu of questions that they will be asked. conse-
quently, the agency can prepare itself to respond to 
questions about its performance on various Srs, 
particularly its priority Srs. 

of course, the agency might have been subjected to 
some media attention during the previous two weeks 
that could raise new questions. But the agency will 
know about any such issues and prepare for them, too. 

agency managers should be surprised by only one 
kind of problem. citiStat staff—and particularly its 
investigator—are always traveling around the city. 
So are the mayor, first deputy mayor, and other mem-
bers of the mayor’s staff. and they are vigilant, always 
on the alert for problems. and although agency 
managers may well be doing the same thing, they 
might not observe (or recognize) the same problems. 

thus, in reality, the agenda for any citiStat meeting 
is set by the performance of the agency. 

Still, the mayor’s staff cannot examine all of the 
possible issues during an hour-and-a-half citiStat 
session. they have to make some choices. 

the first choice is made by the citiStat analyst, who 
the day before the meeting prepares a memo (usually 
about a dozen pages) to the first deputy mayor and 
citiStat director (but not the agency) outlining the 
key issues and suggesting how much time should be 
spent on each. then, in a brief discussion in the 
office of the citiStat director (just down the hall from 
the citiStat room), the three of them go over the 
issues, identifying the ones that they need to cover. 

of course, the actual flow of the session never 
quite follows this plan. Some topics take less time 
than originally allotted. More often, the discussion 
becomes stuck on a significant issue. this may be 
because the problem is complex and thus requires 
time for the mayor’s office to articulate its definition 
of the problem and for the agency to explain what 
it has done, is doing, and is planning to do. this 
may be because the agency does not have adequate 
answers for the questions or even an adequate 
explanation of what it plans to do to deal with the 
problem. this may be because it takes time for 
everyone in the room to work out and agree on a 
new approach to the problem. rarely does a citiStat 

session cover all of the issues raised in the analyst’s 
previous day’s memo. 

Q: How can the agency influence the agenda? 

A:	 By	coming	to	the	meeting	prepared.	

the agency directors cannot control the flow of the 
meeting. they can neither influence the questions 
raised nor the order in which they are raised. Still, 
if they are prepared—if they know the questions 
they are likely to be asked—they can have not only 
answers but also questions of their own. they can 
take advantage of the topics introduced to raise their 
own concerns and priorities. Some agency directors 
have established a reputation for entering their 
citiStat sessions with their own agenda. then, as 
the meeting progressed, they took advantage of the 
questions, problems, and issues to introduce their 
own ideas and specific requests. 

of course, if the agency is undergoing some dogged 
questioning over an obvious or repeated deficiency, 
its managers will need to find another, more auspi-
cious time to introduce these ideas or requests. But 
given that as citiStat evolved, and it was rarely as 
brutal as depicted in the popular press, most agency 
managers could find an opportunity—perhaps in 
two weeks, perhaps in four or six—to raise their 
concerns. and given that as citiStat evolved, and the 
defiant and ineffective agency directors left the city, 
those who remained established enough credibility 
and credit with the mayor’s office to get a fair hear-
ing—if not always a yes. 

Q: Who conducts the meeting? 

A:	 Usually	the	first	deputy	mayor.	

during the administration of Mayor o’Malley,  
the majority of the meetings were conducted by 
Michael enright, the first deputy mayor. 

Q:  What should be the mayor’s role at the 
meeting? 

A:	 Both	a	little	and	a	lot.	

a little, in the sense that the mayor needs to neither 
conduct nor attend the meeting. a lot, in the sense 
that the mayor needs to clearly confer authority on 
the person who does run the meeting. 
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Q:  What is the role of the mayor’s staff and 
the CitiStat staff at the meeting? 

A:	 	To	ask	more	questions,	offer	suggestions,	
and	provide	support.	

although the first deputy mayor (or the director of 
citiStat) runs the meeting and controls the move-
ment of the agenda from topic to topic, other mem-
bers of the mayor’s staff contribute their own questions, 
comments, and suggestions. 

in addition, as the various participants in the 
meeting analyze, discuss, and debate what should 
be done about a problem, one or more of the 
central support agencies may be called upon for 
ideas or resources. How can the human resources 
department help solve an important personnel  
difficulty? is there some way to resolve a ticklish 
legal dilemma? 

indeed, during a citiStat meeting, it is essential to 
have in the room representatives from these key 
support agencies: budget, human resources, it, 
legal, and labor. as an issue is being discussed, it 
may become obvious that to fix a key problem, 
one of these agencies may need to do something, 
too. and if the agency is not part of the discussion, 
the issue cannot be resolved until later. consequently, 
citiStat works best when each central support 
agency is represented by someone who is autho-
rized and willing to make decisions and provide 
cooperation and assistance. 

Q: What is the tone of a CitiStat meeting? 

A:	 	Professional	even	personal,	skeptical	but	
friendly,	interrogatory	yet	occasionally	
congratulatory,	but	rarely	abusive.	

Some popular and academic depictions of citiStat 
have described the meeting as a “star chamber” 
affair. the clear implication is that the mayor’s staff 
treats agency managers and city employees with 
abusive contempt and imposes on them arbitrary 
punishment. 

in fact, most of the discussion is professional, even 
friendly. everyone in the room knows everyone else; 
they are all on a first-name basis. they know that 
they will see each other again in two weeks, if not 
before. no one has a personal incentive to be arbi-
trary or abusive.38 

this does not mean that the mayor’s staff has an 
incentive to ignore serious problems or to fail to 
press agencies to resolve them. rather, it simply 
means that the mayor’s office has an incentive, if it 
wants to motivate the people in the room to do their 
best to resolve these problems, to treat every indi-
vidual with professional respect. only those who 
repeatedly demonstrate that they are unworthy of 
such respect—primarily because they deny that a 
problem exists or because they refuse to attack the 
problem intelligently—lose the presumption that 
they deserve respect.

when an agency (or a subunit within an agency) 
consistently fails to solve problems that have been 
identified and repeatedly discussed, the mayor’s staff 
will be tough. they care about the results, and if 
one individual or one group repeatedly demon-
strates an inability to produce them, they will not be 
happy—and they will show it. no one in the room 
will fail to get the message. Still, by the time that 
one individual has performed so badly as to deserve 
public reproach, there will be little sympathy left in 
the room. indeed, most of the failing manager’s col-
leagues will be embarrassed, because they believe 
that their incompetent colleague is making their 
agency—and themselves—look bad. 

Q: What doesn’t happen at a CitiStat meeting? 

A:	 	The	agency	director	does	not	deliver	a	
formal	presentation.	

in Baltimore, a citiStat session is not show-and-tell. 
the meeting does not begin with the agency direc-
tor delivering a powerpoint presentation. the agency 
director does not control the agenda. rather, the 
first deputy mayor asks the lead question for each 
topic and determines when it is time to move to a 
new one. 

The Preparation for the Meetings 

Q:  How does the CitiStat staff prepare for the 
meeting? 

A:	 	By	doing	a	lot	of	analysis,	summarized	in	
a	day-before	memo.	

the analyst assigned to the agency begins work for 
the next meeting after the previous meeting; by 5:00 
that day, the analyst prepares a memo outlining the 
decisions made and actions requested during that 
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meeting—a memo that might be described as a 
preliminary draft of the agenda for the next meeting. 
then, the analyst keeps track of what progress is 
made on these various items, perhaps making a field 
visit or two to observe whether anything is really 
happening. then, when the next set of two-week Sr 
data becomes available, the analyst examines these 
data. Finally, the day before the next meeting, the 
analyst prepares a memo for the first deputy mayor 
and citiStat director outlining the key issues for the 
next day’s agenda. 

Q:  How do the first deputy mayor and CitiStat 
director prepare for the meeting? 

A:	 	They	read	and	think.	

they read the memo prepared by the citiStat ana-
lyst, contemplating which of the many issues dis-
cussed in the memo deserve the most attention. 
then, 10 minutes before the meeting, they gather 
in the office of the citiStat director to decide on the 
issues on which they will focus. 

Q:  How do agency directors (and agency staff) 
prepare for the meeting? 

A:	 	By	conducting	their	own	“AgencyStat”	
meetings.	

after the launch of citiStat, agency directors quickly 
learned that it was unprofessional, unacceptable, and 
unpleasant to show up at their meetings unprepared. 
consequently, they started holding their own meeting 
the day before to review the issues raised at the last 
meeting, to go over the latest service-request data, 
and to discuss the questions they might be asked. in 
essence, these initial meetings were like debate prep-
aration: “what topics will be on the agenda? what 
problems will be raised? what questions will i be 
asked? How should i respond to each?” 

Slowly, however, the agency directors began to fig-
ure out that just as the biweekly citiStat meetings 
were the mechanism that the mayor used to run the 
city, so their biweekly meetings could be the mech-
anism that they used to run their agency. thus, over 
time, these meetings morphed from debate prepara-
tion into agencyStat. Some city agencies even have 
given these meetings their own “-Stat” name: the 
Health department has HealthStat, plus drugStat 
and LeadStat (for lead poisoning in children). the 

department of recreation and parks has created 
parkStat. and Baltimore Housing (which includes 
the department of Housing and community 
development, and the city’s Housing authority) 
even created its own room in which to conduct its 
HousingStat meetings.39 
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How Does CitiStat Affect Key 
Relationships?

citiStat appears to be a top-down management strat-
egy. So what is the role of others in city government? 
How do the people who work in various parts of 
the city react to the demands and implications of 
citiStat? and what about other stakeholders—how 
do they respond? 

City Council Members 

Q:  What is the role of the members of the city 
council? 

A:	 Not	much.	

the city of Baltimore40 has a very “strong mayor” 
form of government. there are 15 members of the 
city council (14 elected from single-member districts, 
with the city council president elected at-large). 
the members of the council can reduce items in 
the mayor’s budget but not add to it. they need a 
two-thirds vote to override a mayoral veto. to con-
duct citiStat, the mayor needs neither approval nor 
cooperation from the city council. 

Agency Directors and Managers 

Q:  Do agency directors and managers buy 
into CitiStat? 

A:	 Now?	Yes.	

in Baltimore, an agency director or manager who 
does not embrace (or, at least, accommodate himself 
or herself to) citiStat will soon be a former city 
employee. at the beginning of citiStat, agency direc-
tors who fought the process were the targets of harsh 
treatment at their biweekly meetings. agency direc-
tors who failed to respond to citiStat’s demands to 
produce results were removed. agency directors 

who could not endure this pressure to improve per-
formance resigned. today, no one would accept a 
top management position in the city if he or she 
could not work within the citiStat performance-
management structure. 

Q:  How do agency directors and managers 
react to getting questions from their peers? 

A:	 	This	depends	upon	the	tone	and	validity	of	
the	questions.	

if the questions are asked in a civil way, and if the 
questions focus on crucial concerns about important 
results produced by the agency, agency managers 
will perceive them as legitimate. conversely, if the 
questions are phrased in a nasty or haughty tone, or 
if the questions are about trivial issues, the agency 
managers will resent the grilling. if citiStat becomes 
a gotcha game, agency directors and managers will 
play it as a game—seeking primarily to escape being 
caught rather than trying to achieve their targets. 

Q:  How does a mayor convince agency direc-
tors and managers to buy into CitiStat? 

A:	 By	being	persistent.	

if agency managers believe that citiStat will  
disappear as soon as the next management fad 
materializes, they will wait it out. indeed, agency 
managers automatically assume that any new ini-
tiative will soon disappear. and they have lots of 
experience and evidence to support this assump-
tion. consequently, a mayor has only one mecha-
nism to overcome this skepticism: to be consistent 
and persistent. 
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Q:  What are the consequences of CitiStat 
performance for agency directors and 
managers? 

A:	 Embarrassment	or	recognition	and	flexibility.	

in an organization that explicitly and publicly 
examines the performance of specific units—and 
thus the performance of the managers of those spe-
cific units—the penalty for poor performance can 
be quite subtle yet quite significant: embarrassment 
before peers. and, of course, managers who fail to 
perform up to expectations receive even more and 
more careful scrutiny. 

in contrast, when performance is examined 
explicitly and publicly, managers who do live up 
to expectations get recognition that few will miss. 
thus, by giving agency directors and managers the 
opportunity to accomplish something that is signifi-
cant and recognized as such, citiStat provides them 
with the opportunity to earn esteem—esteem from 
their peers as well as self-esteem.41 

in addition, of course, managers who do produce 
their targeted results will benefit from less scrutiny 
combined with more flexibility. 

Agencies 

Q:  What are the consequences of CitiStat 
performance for the agencies? 

A:	 	The	same	as	for	their	directors	and		
managers.	

city agencies that produce results that achieve their 
service-request targets and perform well in other less 
quantifiable dimensions will earn more flexibility 
and less scrutiny. agencies that consistently fail to 
meet their service-request targets will find them-
selves subjected to much more frequent and much 
more careful review and examination. consistently 
poor performance can earn an agency pointed and 
penetrating interrogation. 

Unions 

Q: How do the unions respond? 

A:	 Antagonistically,	yet	resignedly.	

one of citiStat’s initial targets was overtime pay. 
this quickly generated resistance from frontline 

employees and thus from their unions. Many 
union members had come to depend upon this 
extra income. indeed, many had internalized it as 
part of their base pay. they implicitly conceived of 
overtime as part of their informal contract with the 
city government and thus considered themselves 
entitled to this income. thus, citiStat quickly gener-
ated union hostility. 

Still, there was little the unions could do. the union 
contracts contained the usual provisions for over-
time, but they did not guarantee such overtime. 
consequently, the unions possessed few ways, 
within the context of the union contract, that they 
could fight the mayor’s efforts to control overtime. 

the unions were further opposed to the implication 
in citiStat’s push for better results and improved 
performance—the suggestion that city employees 
should do more work for less pay. indeed, many 
city employees view the mere existence of citiStat 
as maligning their work and effort. 

yet, the purpose underlying citiStat—to produce 
better results for citizens—is difficult to assail fron-
tally. and, as Baltimore has improved performance 
in a number of visible dimensions, union opposition 
to citiStat has primarily appeared to be self-serving. 

Q:  Should union representatives be permitted 
to attend CitiStat meetings? 

A:	 Baltimore	said:	“No.”	

Mayor o’Malley’s position was consistent: if the 
union lets us attend their strategy meetings, we will 
invite them to citiStat. 

City Employees 

Q: How do the employees respond? 

A:	 Warily,	antagonistically,	appreciatively.	

city employees are not uniform in their reaction to 
citiStat. Some saw Mayor o’Malley and his citiStat 
primarily as a way of denying them overtime. others 
saw it as a way for city Hall to force them to do more 
work. Still others saw it as a way to demonstrate that 
they were actually doing something worthwhile. 

naturally, opinions of citiStat vary among agencies. 
with some, the reaction is more positive than 
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others. and certainly it is fair to say that not every 
city employee believes that citiStat is wonderful; 
nor does every city employee believe it is a disas-
ter. as within any organization, there exists a range 
of views that reflects individual personalities, indi-
vidual situations, and—certainly for citiStat—indi-
vidual performances. 

Q:  What are the consequences of CitiStat 
performance for frontline employees? 

A:	 	Not	as	significant	as	those	for	agency	
directors	or	managers.	

Frontline employees do not attend citiStat meet-
ings—at least not regularly. thus, they are subject 
to neither the praise nor the reproofs that the may-
or’s staff regularly distributes (if only in subtle and 
indirect ways). the performance of specific frontline 
units is often explicitly examined at citiStat meet-
ings and compared with the performance of identi-
cal or similar units, yet the frontline supervisors of 
these units may be blissfully unaware of much of 
these discussions. and yet it is through these face-
to-face discussions at the regular citiStat meetings 
that the mayor’s leadership team motivates improved 
performance. consequently, the motivational impact 
of citiStat is much less direct or forceful for those 
who are not regular participants (or, at least, regular 
observers) in the citiStat process. 

Q:  Do frontline employees buy into the 
CitiStat concept? 

A:	 Some	do;	some	don’t.	

Some accept it as just another reality of city employ-
ment. Some believe in it. others hate it. certainly 
many city employees accept citiStat, but that atti-
tude is not unanimous. 

Q:  How does a mayor convince frontline 
employees to buy into CitiStat? 

A:	 Again,	by	being	persistent.	

to convince city employees of the value of citiStat, 
the mayor, his leadership team, and the citiStat 
staff have to take the same approach that they do 
with agency directors and managers: they have to 
be persistent. 

Unfortunately, the mayor’s persistence is less visible 
to frontline employees. after all, most of them do 

not attend their agency’s biweekly citiStat meeting. 
So they don’t see the persistent questioning about 
the same performance issues. they don’t see the dis-
cussions of service-request data and performance 
against the Sr targets. they don’t see the body lan-
guage during these discussions or hear the tone of 
praise or reproof. 

consequently, the mayor has to rely on agency 
directors and managers to convey the message. 
and, of course, agency directors can convey this 
message through their persistence at their biweekly 
agencyStat sessions. Still, frontline workers can 
never be sure how much this persistence really 
comes from the mayor and how much this merely 
reflects their own agency director’s idiosyncrasies. 

the leadership of any organization always has a diffi-
cult time getting its message to frontline employees. 
Still, when trying to do so, persistence does count. 

Citizens 

Q:  What do citizens think about the CitiStat 
strategy? 

A:	 Very	little.	

if you walked through downtown Baltimore and 
asked individual citizens, “what do you think of 
citiStat?” the most honest answer you would get is 
“Huh?” citizens don’t pay attention to government’s 
management strategies. But they care about the 
results of those strategies. 

consequently, a much more relevant question 
would be: “How satisfied are you with the city’s 
response to your service requests?” and, if you sur-
veyed citizens who had called 311 with a specific 
service request, you might discover that (although 
they have never heard of citiStat or cititrack) they 
were happy with what the city actually did. 

Journalists 

Q:  How much attention do journalists pay to 
CitiStat? 

A:	 A	little	more	than	citizens.	

over the years, Baltimore’s citiStat has made a 
good, occasional feature story for newspapers. 
yet, over the past two years, even The Baltimore Sun 
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only mentioned it about once a month. nationally, 
Baltimore’s citiStat gets mentioned in a newspaper 
article about five times a month.42 

Other Stakeholders 

Q:  Do any other stakeholders care about 
CitiStat? 

A:	 	The	Baltimore	Neighborhood	Indicators	
Alliance	cares.	

although citiStat is the city’s internal management 
strategy, it has also built a reputation among those 
who are working to create indicators for jurisdic-
tions and communities. For example, the mayor’s 
office has built relationships with the Baltimore 
neighborhood indicators alliance (Bnia).43 Bnia 
describes itself as “committed to promoting, sup-
porting, and helping people make better decisions 
using accurate, reliable, and accessible data and 
indicators to improve the quality of life in Baltimore 
city neighborhoods.” Bnia has created a set of 40 
outcome indicators for 55 different neighborhoods 
in the city—it calls them “the Vital Signs”—that are 
designed to “take the pulse” of city “neighborhoods 
by measuring progress toward a shared vision and 
desired results for strong neighborhoods, good 
quality of life, and a thriving, vital city over time.”44 
Bnia even makes use of some of citiStat’s data. 
For example, one of Bnia’s indicators is for “dirty 
streets and alleys”; for this indicator, Bnia uses the 
number of “incidents of dirty streets and alleys” 
reported to Baltimore’s 311 phone system per 
1,000 people.45 

the reputation of Baltimore’s citiStat in the commu-
nity indicators movement extends beyond the city 
limits. the community indicators consortium (cic) 
is a network of people and organizations (such as 
the Baltimore neighborhood indicators alliance) 
that focus on the use of various measures of condi-
tions, trends, and the impact of government on 
communities. in 2007, citiStat won one of the 
cic’s “innovation awards,” which are sponsored 
by the Urban Markets initiative at the Brookings 
institution.46 
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What Did Baltimore Accomplish?

Mayor o’Malley created a room, collected data, 
analyzed the numbers, held meetings, asked lots of 
questions of middle managers, and pushed agency 
directors for new strategies. through all of this, the 
mayor sought better performance. But what, exactly, 
did Baltimore accomplish? 

Results 

Q: What results did CitiStat produce? 

A:	 It	saved	Baltimore	money.	

in March 2007, at a conference organized by the 
community indicators consortium, a citiStat staff 
member delivered a presentation emphasizing two 
important impacts of citiStat: 

“through improved accountability on overtime 
spending, absenteeism, and managed contracts, 
the program has demonstrated cumulative posi-
tive financial impacts of over $350 million in its 
seven years of existence. this does not include 
service improvements benefits.

“this allowed reinvestment of $54 million in the 
previous two fiscal years in children’s programs, 
including $25 million in school construction 
and renovation.”47 

•

•

as a key component of the $350 million in financial 
savings, Baltimore frequently features the $30.9 mil-
lion that it has accumulated through reduced over-
time (see table 1).48

Q:  What else did CitiStat produce? What were 
some performance improvements? 

A:	 	It	filled	potholes—lots	of	potholes,	and	
very	quickly.	

among the multiple targets that Baltimore set for 
completing various service requests, none was 
more visible than Mayor o’Malley’s “48-Hour 
pothole Guarantee.” in fact, filling potholes was 
one of the most important Srs for the department 
of transportation. if a citizen called 311 to request 
that the city fill a pothole, the operator would take 
the data and declare that it would be completed 
within two days. consequently, an examination of 
the city’s data for this one priority Sr reveals the 
kind of progress that the city made in tracking its 
data, in encouraging citizens to request services, 
and in fulfilling these requests. 

in the middle of Fiscal year 2002, Baltimore’s 
cititrack system began collecting and reporting 
biweekly data on the department of transportation’s 

Table 1: Cost Savings from the Reduction and Control of the Use of Overtime, FY 2001–FY 2006  
(in millions of dollars)

Fiscal Year
FY 2000
Baseline

FY 
2001

FY 
2002

FY 
2003

FY 
2004

FY 
2005

FY 
2006

FY 
2007

Total: FY 
2001–2007

overtime
cost 24.1 18.3 15.2 20.2 20.5 20.9 19.9 22.8 137.8 

Savings from 
baseline n/a 5.8 8.9 3.9 3.6  3.2 4.2 1.3 30.9 
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performance on various Srs, including its Sr for 
filling potholes. an examination of the 14 weeks 
(of 26) in Fy 2002 for which cititrack data are 
available (see table 2) reveals a number of aspects 
of the department’s performance: 

the number of pothole Srs was relatively mod-
est for most of the winter, not rising over 100 
until late March. 

through most of the spring, the number of pot-
hole Srs during any two-week period remained 
above 100, although it never went over 200. 

the total number of pothole Srs received during 
the 14 (of 26) weeks for which data are avail-
able was 1,231. 

on average, the department of transportation 
achieved its two-day target for most of the period. 

in June, cititrack began reporting data not only 
on the average time to fill a pothole but also on 
the percentage of pothole Srs completed within 
the two-day target. 

performance was particularly poor for two two-
week periods. For december 22 to January 4, 

•

•

•

•

•

•

the department took, on average, over seven 
days to fill a pothole. in mid-June (June 8–21), 
it filled only three potholes—none of them 
within the two-day target. 

contrast this with the department’s performance 
four years later. as table 3 on page 40 illustrates, 
by Fiscal year 2006 (the last year for which com-
plete data are available), the department’s ability to 
fill potholes had improved significantly. 

the total number of pothole Srs received during 
the year was over 10,000. 

For no two-week period was the total less 
than 200. 

on average, for all but one of the 26 two-week 
periods, the department took less than a day to 
fulfill these Srs. 

on average, for the entire year, the department 
completed these Sr requests in less than  
0.7 days.49 

although the department failed to meet the 
two-day Sr target 540 times, it did achieve this 
objective in 94.9 percent of these Srs.50 

•

•

•

•

•

Table 2: Baltimore Department of Transportation Performance in Fulfilling Pothole Service Requests,  
FY 2002 (November 24, 2001 to June 30, 2002)

Two Weeks Ending
Number of  

New Potholes
Average Days  

to Fill
Percent Filled  

in Time
Number Not  
Filled in Time

dec 7 40 0.6 n/a n/a

dec 21 n/a n/a n/a n/a

Jan 4 30 7.4 n/a n/a

Jan 27 48 1.0 n/a n/a

Feb 1 73 1.1 n/a n/a

Feb 15 74 0.8 n/a n/a

Mar 1 48 2.0 n/a n/a

Mar 15 54 0.4 n/a n/a

Mar 29 101 0.9 n/a n/a

apr 12 138 0.7 n/a n/a

apr 26 123 0.7 n/a n/a

May 10 153 0.7 n/a n/a

May 24 183 0.4 n/a n/a

Jun 7 165 0.4 95.8 7

Jun 21 1 16.4 0 3

Note: Because CitiStat did not begin recording data until halfway through FY 2002, data is not available for July 1 through November 23.
Sources: 14 CitiTrack Statistical Reports, created for the Department of Transportation from December 12, 2001 to June 22, 2002. 
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the department met the two-day Sr target less 
than 90 percent of the time during only four of 
the 26 two-week periods (one in december, one 
in May, and two in June). 

the most interesting observation is simply that in 
four years the number of citizens calling 311 to 
request that the city fill a pothole essentially quadru-
pled—from perhaps 2,500 (or less) in Fy 2002 to 
over 10,000 in Fy 2006. this could be because the 
weather in Baltimore was considerably worse in 
Fy 2006 than in Fy 2002 or because the streets of the 
city had deteriorated significantly in the intervening 
three years. But another reasonable explanation is 

• that citizens had learned that calling 311 to request 
that the city fill a pothole actually got the pothole 
filled. indeed, despite the increase in the number of 
pothole Srs, the city was, on average, certainly filling 
potholes quicker in Fy 2006 than at the end of Fy 
2002. and, although the data required to make this 
calculation are not available, it would also appear 
that the city was also fulfilling more of these Srs 
(on both an absolute and percentage basis) within 
its two-day target. 

Still, in Fy 2006, the department did not live up to the 
mayor’s 48-hour pothole “guarantee.” although it kept 
its average completion time under one day for all but 

Table 3: Baltimore Department of Transportation Performance in Fulfilling Pothole Service Requests,  
FY 2006 (July 1, 2005 to June 30, 2006)

Two Weeks Ending
Number of  

New Potholes
Average Days  

to Fill
Percent Filled  

in Time
Number Not  
Filled in Time

Jul 15 312 0.7 92.2 25

Jul 29 288 1.2 90.1 28

aug 12 289 0.4 96.0 12

aug 26 261 0.5 95.5 12

Sep 9 234 0.9 96.2 9

Sep 23 252 0.5 96.4 9

oct 7 212 0.5 98.1 4

oct 21 246 0.9 94.1 15

nov 4 286 0.5 98.6 4

nov 18 268 0.4 95.2 13

dec 2 268 0.4 98.2 5

dec 16 223 0.9 85.5 32

dec 30 315 0.5 99.1 3

Jan 13 510 0.5 99.0 5

Jan 27 514 0.6 96.5 18

Feb 10 519 0.9 97.5 13

Feb 24 588 0.8 92.0 47

Mar 10 454 0.5 98.7 6

Mar 24 486 0.5 98.6 7

apr 7 449 0.4 99.8 1

apr 21 596 0.7 93.6 39

May 5 553 0.5 97.0 17

May 19 519 0.8 89.6 54

Jun 2 408 0.6 96.5 15

Jun 16 649 0.9 85.6 93

Jun 30 416 0.9 87.1 54

Sources: 26 CitiTrack Statistical Reports, created for the Department of Transportation from July 16, 2005 to July 1, 2006.
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one of its 26 reporting periods (and that was during 
the summer), it nevertheless missed the 48-hour target 
for 540 requests, or 5.3 percent of the time. 

Q: How long did it take to get real results? 

A:	 	Too	long—and	yet	quicker	than	in	a	lot	of	
other	cities.	

Baltimore launched citiStat in the summer of 2000. 
two years later, Baltimore’s approach to producing 
results was only beginning to collect real data on 
results and only beginning to have an impact on its 
department of transportation’s ability to fill potholes 
quickly. this, however, is not surprising. after all, 
changing the behavior of any large organization 
(public, nonprofit, or for-profit) is very difficult. 
nevertheless, within two years, Baltimore’s citiStat 
was beginning to have the desired impact. Six years 
later, the impact was significantly bigger. 

How many cities can accurately report today that, 
in the past year, it filled 9,575 potholes in less than 
two days? How many cities can simply report with 
any reasonable level of accuracy how many pot-
holes it filled in the past year in less than two days? 
How many cities can simply report with any reason-
able level of accuracy how many potholes it filled in 
the past year within any specific target period? 

new york city can. it reports that, in fiscal year 
2006, it received 45,228 calls to 311 about pot-
holes, and the city’s department of transportation 
repaired approximately 99 percent of them within 
30 days of notification. indeed, new york boasts that 
this was “the highest rate ever reported.” during 
Fy 2006, new york city reports, it repaired a total 
of 179,728 potholes.51 

Q:  Did Baltimore do anything else besides fill 
potholes?

A:	 	Yes,	it	improved	its	performance—and	
tightened	its	targets—for	a	number	of	
priority	service	requests.

whenever a citizen calls 311 with a service request, 
the operator gives the caller both a service-request 
number and a target time (in days) in which the city 
commits to fulfilling the request. over the years, the 
city has added Srs and tightened its target times for 
numerous Srs.

For example, in January 2002, the Bureau of water 
and wastewater had 36 Srs; by June, the number 
had increased by 50 percent to 55. of these 55, 
the city had classified nine of them as “priority 
Service requests,” often referred to as the “Magic 
9” or the “priority 9.” when the Bureau of water 
and wastewater appeared for its biweekly citiStat 
session, these nine Srs were often on the agenda.

over the years, Baltimore modified these priority 
Srs in two significant ways. First, it tightened its time 
commitment for many of them. Second, it expanded 
the priority list. (See table 4 on page 42.)

For example, the target time to clean up “rip rap” 
(debris left over at the end of a construction project) 
was cut in october 2003 from 14 days to seven 
days. then, in January 2006, the target time was 
cut further from seven to four days.

at the same time, when the Bureau was unable to 
meet a target consistently, the mayor’s office relaxed 
it, only later to tighten this target again. For example, 
in February 2002, when Baltimore created a target 
for fixing low water pressure, it began at 10 days. 
But a month later, with only a few such service 
requests, this target appeared to be too long and was 
reduced to two days. By april, as the number of these 
service requests increased significantly, the two-day 
target seemed too short, and it was moved up to  
seven days. a year later, in March 2003, it was 
relaxed further to 14 days. the Bureau was, how-
ever, slowly improving its performance; thus, in 
March 2005, Baltimore cut back this target to 10 
days; and, in January 2006, it made this target even 
tighter: five days.

indeed, Baltimore was constantly evaluating these 
targets. if an agency is consistently fulfilling an Sr in 
less than the target time, the mayor’s office will ask 
whether it could be lowered. indeed, agency direc-
tors know they can get such a request. consequently, 
they too are thinking about what targets they should 
consider reducing and to what new level. an agency 
director does not want to get surprised with such a 
request; thus, as performance improves, the agency’s 
director and managers will discuss what is possible 
and what they should propose.
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Q:  How good is Baltimore’s city government 
at producing results? 

A:	 	Quite	good—but	it	would	not	claim	to	be	
perfect.	

was the Baltimore department of transportation’s 
pothole-filling performance inadequate, adequate, 
successful, or triumphant? to answer that question, 
one must first answer the more fundamental question: 
“compared with what?” compared with past perfor-
mance, Baltimore certainly improved. Moreover, i 
know of no other city that is prepared to claim that 
it fills 95 percent of its potholes within 48 hours of 
receiving a request. of course, for a city to make 
this claim, it must first have a mechanism (311 or 
something equivalent) for soliciting such service 
requests and collecting such data. 

Still, for every 100 pothole Srs it received, Balti-
more does miss its target on five of them. that is, 

for every 100 citizens who want a pothole filled, 
five citizens are disappointed. or are they? do 
these citizens really get out their stopwatches when 
they call 311? do they carefully write down the 
time when they call and then check it 48 hours 
later? or were 95 of them pleasantly surprised 
when they discovered that their pothole had been 
filled within less than 48 hours—indeed, within 
less than 24? 

when Federal express delivers your package at 
10:31, Fedex counts it as late. But do you really care? 

Q:  Is service-delivery time the best way to 
measure Baltimore’s performance? 

A:	 	Mayor	O’Malley	thought	so.	

what about the quality? did the city fill a pothole 
only to have to refill it two months, or two weeks, 

Table 4: Baltimore Bureau of Water and Wastewater Target Resolution Times in Days for Priority 
Service Requests, 2001–2006

Priority Service Requests

Target Resolution Times in Days

Jan 7 
2002*

Jul 1 
2002

Jul 1 
2003

Jul 1 
2004

Jul 1 
2005

Jul 1 
2006

The Original 
“Priority 9”‡

Sewer overflow 1 1 1 1 1 

Sewer water in 
Basement

3 1 1 1 1 1 

rip rap† 14 14 14 7 7 4 

Storm inlet choke 30 14 14 10 10 7 

discolored water 2 7 7 7 3 

exterior water Leak 15 5 7 4 4 2 

Low water pressure 7 14 14 10 5 

no water 1 3 1 1 1 

water in Basement 3 3 5 2 2 2 

Three additional SRs 
added to the priority 
list to create the 
current “Priority 12”‡

Sidewalk repairs‡ 30 30 30 30 30 

asphalt paving 
repairs‡

15 15 15 15 15 

taste & odor 
complaints‡

10 10 10 10 10 

* this is the earliest date for which a cititrack Statistical report is available.

† “rip rap” is the debris left on the street at the end of a construction project.

‡ on September 25, 2004, the original list of nine priority Service requests was expanded to 12.

Source: CitiTrack Statistical Reports, Bureau of Water and Wastewater (created on: 01-07-2002, 07-06-2002, 07-05-2003,  
07-17-2004, 07-16-2005, 07-15-2006) and CitiStat staff.
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or two days later? How many of the 10,115 pot-
holes were repeat offenders? the city is not yet 
keeping such recidivism data. 

what about the city’s transportation system? does 
filling potholes really improve transportation in the 
city? Should the mayor attempt to develop a new 
kind of street surface that would eliminate potholes 
and thus the need for filling them? Should the mayor 
assign the city’s smart analytical staff not to tracking 
potholes but to figuring out what kind of transporta-
tion system the city needs in the future? 

these are, of course, questions of policy priorities. 
and certainly all species of elected officials—which 
includes all mayors—would like to be known for 
their sagacious, big-think ideas. Still, mayors of very 
populous, centuries-old, extremely dense cities have 
a more basic priority. they can, perhaps, get away 
with some big-think pretensions, but only after they 
have demonstrated that they can improve the deliv-
ery of basic city services. 

By filling lots of potholes quickly, a mayor does not 
win the nobel prize in physics. But by fulfilling this 
and a variety of other service-delivery requests from 
citizens, a mayor can win re-election. 

Cause and Effect 

Q:  Can Baltimore “prove” that CitiStat was 
the cause? 

A:	 Of	course	not.	

any change in the results produced by a public 
agency has many causes. rarely does a public 
agency take only one action while carefully holding 
the rest of its behavior faithfully constant. and even 
if, to examine the impact of this one action, the 
agency tried and was able to do so for a long 
enough period of time (years? decades?), there 
would still exist a variety of external factors that 
are constantly changing and which do—or, at least, 
might—have an impact on the results. and it is 
difficult to rule out any impact from many of these 
potential causes. after all, for any improvement in 
any kind of performance, one possible explanation 
is always regression towards the mean.52 and who 
can conclusively eliminate the possible effects of 
the alien spacecraft that crashed in roswell, new 
Mexico, on July 4, 1947? 

in reality, any change in the behavior and perfor-
mance of a public agency is the result of the inter-
active effect of numerous causes—including both 
managerial initiatives and environmental factors. 
after all, Mayor o’Malley’s decision to focus on 
improving the performance of city agencies as 
measured by the time it takes them to fulfill citizens’ 
service requests reflects his own judgment about 
what Baltimoreans needed their city government 
to do. other mayors at other times or in other cities, 
facing different environmental factors, or even 
another mayor of Baltimore in 2009, could easily 
choose other priorities. 

in Baltimore, in 2000–2006, the external circum-
stances in which Mayor o’Malley found the city 
contributed not only to his decision to create 
citiStat but also to how city agencies and city 
employees behaved (both because of citiStat and 
independent of it). in fact, in 2000–2006, public 
managers and public employees in Baltimore might 
have recognized—if only implicitly—that the perfor-
mance of city agencies had deteriorated significantly 
and that they needed to begin producing results again. 

Moreover, Baltimore did not make just one simple, 
isolated change. Baltimore’s citiStat approach is 
not just one tactic but a comprehensive and com-
plex strategy with many features and qualities. 
these include the data, the meetings, and the fol-
low-up. they include analytical talent, managerial 
effectiveness, and mayoral leadership. Some of these 
features are easier to specify than others. For exam-
ple, it might be possible to define how much more 
Baltimore used data in 2006 compared with what it 
used in 1996 or what St. Louis used in 2006. But 
what indicator could categorize the level of mayoral 
leadership in Baltimore in 2006 and compare it with 
the city’s mayoral leadership in 1996 or with new 
orleans’ leadership in 2006? and even if all this 
were possible, how much of any improvement in 
the performance of the department of transportation 
can we attribute to the data? How much to leader-
ship? How much to the impact of sunspots? it is 
impossible to say. 

For public managers, it is almost impossible to 
prove cause and effect.53 

nevertheless, Baltimore tells a very plausible story. 
and the story is not just about potholes. it is a story 
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about improvements in numerous Srs in numerous 
city departments. Baltimore has not morphed into 
nirvana, nor has its department of transportation 
transformed itself into an organization that Fred 
taylor, Luther Gulick, Herb Simon, and peter 
drucker would all seek to immortalize. 

Still, Baltimore has made progress—indeed, given 
where it started, significant progress. and it is hard 
to deny that its citiStat strategy has been one conse-
quential cause of this progress. 

Q:  What results can other mayors in other 
cities expect CitiStat to cause? 

A:	 A	lot,	or	maybe	a	little,	or	maybe	nothing.	

another mayor in another city cannot simply copy 
Baltimore’s citiStat. any mayor has to adapt its core 
concepts to his or her city’s current needs. after 
all, during Martin o’Malley’s seven years as mayor, 
Baltimore’s citiStat was not fixed, but frequently 
changing. indeed, the same is true for Baltimore’s 
current mayor, Sheila dixon; she will have to do the 
same thing. She too must continually adapt the use 
of the citiStat strategy to Baltimore’s current needs 
and her own priorities. 

a mayor can go through the citiStat motions— 
creating a fancy new room, generating lots of  
numbers, and holding impressive meetings—and 
produce no real improvement in city-agency perfor-
mance. another mayor can employ this performance 
strategy in a way that hardly looks like Baltimore’s 
citiStat—and yet ratchet up performance significantly. 

citiStat guarantees nothing. 
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What Is the Future of CitiStat?

is citiStat just another fad soon to be superseded by 
the next big management thing imported from new 
york, new Zealand, or new pig54? or is the citiStat 
performance strategy sufficiently robust that it can 
be adapted by many public executives, even if they 
give it their own configuration and brand name? 

Uniqueness 

Q:  Could the CitiStat performance strategy be 
effective in a jurisdiction that did not have 
a strong-mayor form of government? 

A:	 Sure.	

citiStat requires leadership—not a particular organi-
zational structure. no characteristic of the citiStat 
approach restricts its effectiveness to a city with a 
strong mayor. it could easily be employed in a 
municipality with a council and city-manager form 
of government.55 

Moreover, citiStat is not uniquely useful for a munici-
pality. it could be employed at the state level. indeed, 
in 2005, Governor christine Gregoire of washington 
created her own version, called GMap (for Govern-
ment Management, accountability, and performance). 
and in 2007, Martin o’Malley, after he was elected 
governor of Maryland, created StateStat. 

Q:  Could the CitiStat performance strategy 
work within an agency itself? 

A:	 It	has.	

after all, the original version of this performance 
strategy was compStat, developed by the new york 
city police department. citiStat is an adaptation of 
compStat. 

indeed, within new york, a number of city agencies 
have adapted the compStat concept. the city’s 
Human resources administration has JobStat and 
VendorStat. the administration for children’s Ser-
vices has childStat. the department of correction 
has teaMS (which stands for total efficiency 
accountability Management System, but which is 
essentially correctionStat). the department of pro-
bation has StarS (which stands for Statistical track-
ing, analysis & reporting System, but which is 
essentially probationStat). even the new york city 
off-track Betting corporation has Bet-Stat (which 
stands for “Branch efficiency through Statistics56). 

Moreover, in Baltimore, almost every city agency 
that regularly appears at citiStat has created its own 
internal “agencyStat.” these are usually scheduled a 
day or two before the agency’s citiStat session and 
were originally designed to help the agency director 
predict and prepare for the questions that the agency 
would be asked at citiStat. Most agencyStat sessions 
have, however, moved beyond merely being a kind 
of debate-preparation exercise. now, in Baltimore, 
most agency directors use their agencyStat internally 
to run their organization. indeed, the Health 
department has multiple agencyStats; in addition to 
the department-wide HealthStat, it also employs 
LeadStat, KidStat, BabyStat, and drugStat. 

Evolution 

Q: Did Baltimore’s CitiStat change over time? 

A:	 Certainly.	

citiStat began using the available data—primarily 
financial and personnel data. and, as a result, much 
of the initial focus was on such administrative issues 
as controlling the use of overtime and unscheduled 
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leave. then, as Baltimore created its cititrack data-
base and linked it to its 311 phone system, it began 
to shift its focus to the delivery of specific service 
requests and the achievement of specific targets for 
them. Finally, as performance against these targets 
improved, the city shortened the time. 

Q:  How should a CitiStat performance  
strategy evolve over time? 

A:	 	By	responding	to	new	performance	deficits	
and	mayoral	priorities.	

citiStat should not be a rigid process. yet, after a 
few years, everyone may have settled into a routine. 
every two weeks, the data are analyzed and prob-
lems identified. every two weeks, the meetings are 
held, progress reported, problems debated, solutions 
suggested, decisions made, and follow-up sent. 
every two weeks, the routine starts all over again. 

this routinization is very predictable and very reason-
able. a city is a very operational unit of government. 
it never solves the pothole problem or the crime 
problem or the restaurant-health problem. it cannot 
forget about these recurring problems. after a suc-
cessful year, it cannot take the next one off. it cannot 
relax. neither the mayor, the citiStat staff, nor the 
agencies can assume that they have fixed any of 
these problems. even if a particular measure has 
revealed some significant improvements, and even if 
the actions of the relevant agencies have contributed 
directly and unquestionably to this improvement, nei-
ther the mayor nor the agency can slow down. if the 
agency, the mayor, and the citiStat staff fail to be 
vigilant, the successes can quickly disappear. 

Sustainability 

Q:  Is it possible to ensure the continuity of 
a CitiStat strategy over a change in chief 
executives? 

A:	 Sure.	It	already	has.	

on november 2006, Martin o’Malley was elected 
governor of Maryland. on January 17, 2007, 
o’Malley was inaugurated as governor, and Sheila 
dixon, president of the Baltimore city council, took 
the oath of office as Baltimore’s mayor. She has 
enthusiastically continued o’Malley’s citiStat strat-
egy. and although o’Malley took several of his 
staff that were central to the operation of citiStat 

(specifically Michael enright, his first deputy 
mayor, and Matthew Gallagher, the director  
of citiStat57), dixon promoted christopher 
thomaskutty (a deputy director of citiStat under 
o’Malley) to head her citiStat operation. 

Q:  What kind of approach will increase the 
probability that the next mayor will con-
tinue using CitiStat to manage a city? 

A:	 Produce	real,	visible	results!	

a citiStat-style performance strategy is of no value 
unless it helps government produce better results. 
if a mayor effectively employs citiStat to ratchet up 
the performance of city agencies, the succeeding 
mayor is likely to conclude that it is useful. if a 
mayor creates a citiStat but is unable to show that it 
can indeed have an impact on agency performance, 
the successor will quickly discard it. 

thus, sustainability depends on two factors: 

real, better, visible results 

a credible explanation of why and how the 
strategy worked 

certainly, the new chief executive will need to assert 
that he or she has made “significant”—even “essen-
tial”—upgrades to the strategy. the new executive 
will want to claim that some critical deficiencies 
have been fixed. the new chief executive may give 
the strategy a new and flashier name. Still, any chief 
executive who inherits a performance strategy that is 
working—and is widely believed to be working—
will want to continue (but, of course, improve) the 
use of that strategy. 

the new chief executive could try to create his or 
her own performance strategy. But this is costly—
costly in dollars, costly in personal time, costly in 
staff time, and costly in the inevitable setbacks and 
mistakes. only if the new chief executive believes 
that there exists something that is obviously and sig-
nificantly superior—whether it comes from new 
york or new Zealand or new pig—will the old 
performance strategy be replaced. 

in Baltimore, Mayor o’Malley created the 48-hour 
pothole guarantee. if a citizen calls 311 with a 
service request for filling a pothole at a specific 

•

•
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location, o’Malley guaranteed that it would be 
filled within 48 hours. what are subsequent mayors 
going to do? create the 72-hour pothole guarantee? 
and if future mayors conclude that citiStat helps to 
achieve the 48-hour pothole target, they are unlikely 
to cavalierly discard citiStat. 

to predict whether a citiStat will be sustained, sim-
ply check to see if it is clearly producing visible 
results that are important to citizens. 
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vaccine (with the first dose administered no earlier than 
the first birthday) develop serologic evidence of measles 
immunity.” william L. atkinson, charles wolfe, Sharon 
G. Humiston, rick nelson (eds.), Epidemiology and 
Prevention of Vaccine-Preventable Diseases, 10th edi-
tion (atlanta, Ga: the centers for disease control and 
prevention, 2007), p. 139.
 21. in new york city, the Fund for the city of new 
york working with the Mayor’s office of operation cre-
ated the Street cleanliness Scorecard. the purpose was 
to shift the evaluation of the Sanitation department—and 
thus its efforts—from merely focusing on the output of its 
work (the trash collected) to the outcomes (how clean the 
street actually is). For an explanation of these scorecards 
(including examples of the various scores and citywide 
scores from Fy 1975 through Fy 2006), go to: http://www.
nyc.gov/html/ops/downloads/pdf/scorecard/about_ 
scorecard.pdf.
  For scorecards for recent years (by borough and by 
community board), go to: http://www.nyc.gov/html/ops/
html/scorecard/scorecard.shtml.
 22. BoMFoG was the acronym that journalists gave 
to a phrase that Governor nelson rockefeller repeat-
edly used in his political speeches: “the brotherhood of 
man and the fatherhood of God.” when rockefeller got 
to this phrase, journalists knew he was into his conclud-
ing oratorical flourish and they could safely leave to start 
writing their story. today, of course, no politician uses the 
BoMFoG phrase. it is hardly politically correct. Still, they 
each have their own boilerplate rhetoric.
 23. why? Because the outgoing mayor—even an out-
going mayor from the same political party—wants to leave 
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office with as many friends as possible. and one way to 
make friends is to shower money upon them.
 24. this is not a hypothetical example. i know of at 
least one mayor who did this. Hiding the citiStat meetings 
lowered the cost of failure, but it also increased the prob-
ability of failure. indeed, this citiStat disappeared (though 
it is actually hard to say that it disappeared since it never 
really “appeared”).
 25. this too is not a hypothetical example. i know of 
at least one mayor who did this, while also asserting that 
this citiStat was indeed a high priority.
 26. i did not understand this until i visited Baltimore 
for the second time (January 2004). Fortunately, the sec-
ond set of citiStat sessions that i observed were for the 
same agencies that i had watched three months earlier 
(october 2003). thus, i could quickly see the clear con-
tinuity of the performance issues being examined. yet 
most public officials who seek to understand how citiStat 
works visit Baltimore for only one day.
 27. For a discussion of the concept of a government 
agency’s “performance deficit,” see: robert d. Behn, “on 
why public managers need to focus on their: performance 
deficit,” Bob Behn’s Public Management Report, Vol. 4, 
no. 1 (September 2006); robert d. Behn, Performance 
Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratchet Up 
Performance (washington, d.c.: iBM center for the 
Business of Government, 2004), pp. 10–11.
 28. in terms of Howard Gardner’s multiple intel-
ligences, the citiStat staffer needs both “logical-math-
ematical intelligence” and “the personal intelligences.” 
Howard Gardner, Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple 
Intelligences (new york: Basic Books, 1983), particularly 
chapters 7 and 10.
 29. whenever current data have varied far from 
the norm, regression towards the mean (a reversion to 
traditional behavior) is always a legitimate prediction. 
See Francis Galton, “regression towards Mediocrity in 
Hereditary Stature,” The Journal of the Anthropological 
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. 15 (1886),  
pp. 246–263.
 30. this is only roughly true. citiStat staffers often 
move on to other jobs (or other lives), which occasion-
ally leaves some vacancies. and qualified analysts are 
not instantaneously available, leaving some holes that the 
remaining staff must cover.
 31. Jack Maple, The Crime Fighter (new york: random 
House 1999), p. 33.
 32. Baltimore borrowed the general framework of 
the room from the new york city police department, 
modifying the arrangement of the furniture and technol-
ogy to fit within the one room that was available in city 

Hall. in particular, Baltimore adopted the idea that there 
should be a podium behind which stands the commander 
of the precinct being examined. Baltimore also adopted 
the concept that everyone else in the room should be sit-
ting. and it adopted the idea that the overall leaders of the 
organization (for example, the chief of department and the 
chief of patrol, or the first deputy mayor and the director 
of citiStat) sit at a table facing the podium.
 33. the web address for 311 city call is:  
https://baltimore.customerServicerequest.org. Here, from 
a drop-down menu, a citizen can select from 70 different 
types of service requests or enter a keyword. 
 34. More information about Motorola’s 311 and crM 
technology can be obtained from: Motorola, inc., 1301 
east algonquin road, Schaumburg, iL 60196; 1-888-567-
7347, http://www.motorola.com/publicservice. 
 35. http://www.ci.baltimore.md.us/news/citistat/ 
index.html.
 36. okay. i accept that this is an exaggeration. 
Staffers in any budget office—or, i hope, at least some 
staffers—also want to ensure that the money is spent not 
just according to the rules but also productively, and, 
if the money is not being spent productively, to modify 
how the money is spent to improve how productively it is 
spent. nevertheless, such purposes are usually subservient 
to saving money.
 37. actually, because citiStat quickly developed an 
international reputation, almost every citiStat session 
includes a visitor from some city, other jurisdiction, or 
public agency.
 38. as robert axelrod explains in The Evolution of 
Cooperation (new york: Basic Books, 1984), people who 
know that they will work with each other in the future 
have an incentive to maintain good, professional relations.
 39. For information on HousingStat, see:  
http://www.baltimorehousing.org/index/ps_housingstat.asp.
 40. in Maryland, the city of Baltimore provides not 
only traditional city services but also the services that 
would otherwise be provided by a county. the city of 
Baltimore is almost entirely surrounded by Baltimore 
county, a separate jurisdiction with no responsibilities 
inside the city limits.
 41. robert d. Behn, “on the value of creating: esteem 
opportunities,” Bob Behn’s Public Management Report, 
Vol. 1, no. 9 (May 2004). 
 42. on June 1, 2007, i did a Lexisnexis search for 
“citiStat” and “Baltimore.” Here are the number of articles 
that i found over the past two years with these two words 
somewhere in the full text. 
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Type of Publication Number of Articles

The Baltimore Sun 24

Maryland newspapers 53

Southeast newspapers 84

northeast newspapers 34

Midwest newspapers 2

western newspapers 1

Major (national) news-
papers 81

Magazines and journals 6

  Google Scholar found 108 different publications 
containing the word “citiStat.”
 43. For a discussion of the relationship between 
citiStat and Bnia, see: Marsha r. B. Schachtel, “citiStat 
and the Baltimore neighborhood indicators alliance: 
Using information to improve communication and 
community,” National Civic Review, Vol. 90, no. 3 (Fall 
2001), pp. 253–265.
 44. http://www.ubalt.edu/bnia/about/index.html.
 45. http://www.ubalt.edu/bnia/indicators/expl_
Sanitation_dirtyStreets_VS3.html.
 46. http://www.communityindicators.net/.
 47. http://www.communityindicators.net/ 
documents/ciccitiStatpresentation.pdf.
 48. these are the savings from eight departments: 
Fire, General Services, Health, Housing and community 
development, recreation and parks, Solid waste, 
transportation, and water and wastewater.
 49. eyeballing the average-days-to-fill row suggests 
that this number is indeed about 0.7. a calculation from 
the underlying data reveals that the average for the entire 
year is 0.66 days.
 50. again, this number is not in the table. it can, how-
ever, be easily calculated from the number-not-filled-in-
time row.
 51. The Mayor’s Management Report, Fiscal 
2006 (new york: city of new york, Mayor’s office of 
operations, September 2006), pp. 60–61.
 52. there are two classic references for this phenom-
enon: Galton’s original 1886 article describing it, and 
campbell and ross’s investigation of how it explained 
the results of one public-policy initiative.
  Francis Galton, “regression towards Mediocrity 
in Hereditary Stature,” Journal of the Anthropological 
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. 15 (1886), 
pp. 246–63.

  donald t. campbell and H. Laurence ross, “the 
connecticut crackdown on Speeding: time-Series data 
in Quasi-experimental analysis,” Law & Society Review, 
Vol. 3, no. 1 (august 1968), pp. 33–54.
  note that regression towards the mean can explain 
an improvement in performance from an unusual low or a 
deterioration in performance from an unusual high. 
 53. For a discussion of the difficulty of employing 
the program-evaluators “gold standard”—the double-
blind, controlled experiment—to determine what impact 
any management initiative has had, see robert d. 
Behn, Leadership Counts: Lessons for Public Managers 
(cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University press, 1991), 
chapters 8 and 9.
 54. “new pig corporation manufactures the world’s 
largest selection of industrial absorbents for oil spill 
cleanup.” See http://www.newpig.com.
 55. in fact, the city of palm Bay, Florida, which has a 
city-manager form of government, has created palmStat.
 56. Honest. check out: http://www.nycotb.com/view-
page.cfm?pageid=25.
 57. Governor o’Malley chose enright to be his chief 
of staff, and Gallagher to be a deputy chief of staff and 
director of his StateStat initiative.



iBM center for the Business of Government52

wHat aLL MayorS woULd LiKe to Know aBoUt BaLtiMore’S citiStat perForMance StrateGy

a B o U t  t H e  a U t H o r

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School 
of Government and the faculty chair of the School’s executive-education 
program on “driving Government performance: Leadership Strategies that 
produce results.” He specializes in governance, leadership, and the manage-
ment of large public agencies, and is working on a book on “performanceStat.”

dr. Behn served on the staff of Governor Francis w. Sargent of Massachusetts, 
as a scholar in residence with the council for excellence in Government, 
and on the faculty of the Harvard Business School and of duke University’s 
terry Sanford institute of public policy, where he was director of its 
Governors center.

He has led retreats for gubernatorial offices and cabinets in several states. 
He has conducted executive-education seminars in Bangkok, Berlin, 
copenhagen, Lisbon, Monterrey, oslo, reykjavik, and Sydney, as well as for the United nations, govern-
mental associations, and federal and state agencies.

dr. Behn publishes the monthly Bob Behn’s Public Management Report. He is the author of Rethinking 
Democratic Accountability (Brookings, 2001), and he is also the author of Leadership Counts: Lessons for 
Public Managers (Harvard University press, 1991).

His articles include “why Measure performance? different purposes require different Measures,” Public 
Administration Review (2003); “rethinking accountability in education,” International Public Management 
Journal, (2003); “the psychological Barriers to performance Management: or why isn’t everyone Jumping 
on the performance-Management Bandwagon?” Public Performance & Management Review (2002); “Strategies 
for avoiding the pitfalls of performance contracting,” Public Productivity and Management Review (1999, 
with peter a. Kant); “Branch rickey as a public Manager,” Journal of Public Administration Research and 
Theory (1997); and “Management By Groping along,” The Journal of Policy Analysis and Management (1988).

dr. Behn’s “cutback Budgeting” won the raymond Vernon prize for the article in Volume 4 (1985) of The 
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management that “makes the greatest contribution to intellectual discourse on 
public policy and management.” His “Management and the neutrino: the Search for Meaningful Metaphors” 
won the Marshall e. dimock award for the best lead article in Public Administration Review in 1992.

dr. Behn earned a B.S. in physics from worcester polytechnic institute, and a ph.d. in decision and control 
from Harvard University. 

He grew up a fan of the Brooklyn dodgers. at the end of the 1967 season, however, he went to Fenway 
park for the Boston red Sox’ last game. (if you don’t understand the significance of this, he will explain it 
to you in more detail than you want to know.)



www.businessofgovernment.org 53

wHat aLL MayorS woULd LiKe to Know aBoUt BaLtiMore’S citiStat perForMance StrateGy

K e y  c o n t a c t  i n F o r M a t i o n

To contact the author:

Robert D. Behn
John F. Kennedy School of Government
Harvard University
79 John F. Kennedy Street
cambridge, Ma 02138
(617) 495-9874 
fax: (617) 496-1722

e-mail: redsox@ksg.harvard.edu
website: http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/theBehnreport



CENTER REPORTS AVAILABLE

to download or order a copy of a report, visit the iBM center for the Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org54

COMPETITION, CHOICE, 
AND INCENTIVES

Determining a Level Playing Field for 
Public-Private Competition (1999)
Lawrence L. Martin

Managing for Outcomes: Milestone 
contracting in oklahoma (2001) 
peter Frumkin 

A Vision of the Government 
as a World-Class Buyer: Major 
procurement issues for the coming 
decade (2002)
Jacques S. Gansler

Contracting for the 21st Century:  
a partnership Model (2002)
wendell c. Lawther

Franchise Funds in the Federal 
Government: ending the Monopoly 
in Service provision (2002)
John J. callahan

Making Performance-Based 
Contracting Perform: what the 
Federal Government can Learn from 
State and Local Governments (2002, 
2nd ed.)
Lawrence L. Martin 

Moving to Public-Private 
Partnerships: Learning from 
experience around the world (2003)
trefor p. williams

IT Outsourcing: a primer for public 
Managers (2003)
yu-che chen and James perry

The Procurement Partnership 
Model: Moving to a team-Based 
approach (2003)
Kathryn G. denhardt

Moving Toward Market-Based 
Government: the changing role of 
Government as the provider (2004, 
2nd ed.)
Jacques S. Gansler

Transborder Service Systems: 
pathways for innovation or threats  
to accountability? (2004)
alasdair roberts

Competitive Sourcing: what Happens 
to Federal employees? (2004)
Jacques S. Gansler and william 
Lucyshyn

Implementing Alternative Sourcing 
Strategies: Four case Studies (2004)
edited by Jacques S. Gansler and 
william Lucyshyn

Designing Competitive Bidding for 
Medicare (2004)
John cawley and andrew B. whitford

International Experience Using 
Outsourcing, Public-Private 
Partnerships, and Vouchers (2005) 
Jón r. Blöndal

Effectively Managing Professional 
Services Contracts: 12 Best practices 
(2006) 
Sandra L. Fisher, Michael e. 
wasserman, and paige p. wolf

E-GOVERNMENT

Supercharging the Employment 
Agency: an investigation of the Use 
of information and communication 
technology to improve the Service 
of State employment agencies 
(2000)
anthony M. townsend

Assessing a State’s Readiness for 
Global Electronic Commerce: Lessons 
from the ohio experience (2001) 
J. pari Sabety and Steven i. Gordon 

Privacy Strategies for Electronic 
Government (2001) 
Janine S. Hiller and France Bélanger

Commerce Comes to Government 
on the Desktop: e-commerce 
applications in the public Sector 
(2001)
Genie n. L. Stowers

The Use of the Internet in 
Government Service Delivery (2001)
Steven cohen and william eimicke

State Web Portals: delivering and 
Financing e-Service (2002)
diana Burley Gant, Jon p. Gant, 
and craig L. Johnson

Internet Voting: Bringing elections to 
the desktop (2002)
robert S. done

Leveraging Technology in the 
Service of Diplomacy: innovation in 
the department of State (2002)
Barry Fulton

Federal Intranet Work Sites: an 
interim assessment (2002)
Julianne G. Mahler and priscilla M. 
regan

The State of Federal Websites: the 
pursuit of excellence (2002)
Genie n. L. Stowers

State Government E-Procurement 
in the Information Age: issues, 
practices, and trends (2002)
M. Jae Moon

Preparing for Wireless and Mobile 
Technologies in Government (2002)
ai-Mei chang and p. K. Kannan

Public-Sector Information Security: 
a call to action for public-Sector 
cios (2002, 2nd ed.)
don Heiman

The Auction Model: How the public 
Sector can Leverage the power of 
e-commerce through dynamic 
pricing (2002, 2nd ed.)
david c. wyld

The Promise of E-Learning in Africa: 
the potential for public-private 
partnerships (2003)
norman Larocque and Michael Latham

Using Technology to Increase Citizen 
Participation in Government: the 
Use of Models and Simulation (2003)
John o’Looney

Seaport: charting a new course for 
professional Services acquisition for 
america’s navy (2003)
david c. wyld

E-Reporting: Strengthening 
democratic accountability (2004)
Mordecai Lee

Understanding Electronic Signatures: 
the Key to e-Government (2004)
Stephen H. Holden

Measuring the Performance of  
E-Government (2004)
Genie n. L. Stowers

Restoring Trust in Government: 
the potential of digital citizen 
participation (2004)
Marc Holzer, James Melitski, Seung-
yong rho, and richard Schwester



to download or order a copy of a report, visit the iBM center for the Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org 55

From E-Government to M-
Government? emerging practices 
in the Use of Mobile technology by 
State Governments (2004)
M. Jae Moon

Government Garage Sales: 
online auctions as tools for asset 
Management (2004)
david c. wyld 

Innovation in E-Procurement:  
the italian experience (2004)
Mita Marra 

Computerisation and E-Government 
in Social Security: a comparative 
international Study (2005)
Michael adler and paul Henman 

The Next Big Election Challenge: 
developing electronic data 
transaction Standards for election 
administration (2005)
r. Michael alvarez and thad e. Hall

Assessing the Impact of IT-Driven 
Education in K–12 Schools (2005)
Ganesh d. Bhatt

The Blogging Revolution: 
Government in the age of web 2.0 
(2007)
david c. wyld

Bridging the Digital Divide for 
Hard-to-Reach Groups (2007)
Heike Boeltzig and doria pilling

Can Governments Create Universal 
Internet Access? the philadelphia 
Municipal wireless network Story 
(2007)
abhijit Jain, Munir Mandviwalla, 
and rajiv d. Banker

FINANCIAL 
MANAGEMENT

Credit Scoring and Loan Scoring: 
tools for improved Management of 
Federal credit programs (1999)
thomas H. Stanton

Using Activity-Based Costing to 
Manage More Effectively (2000)
Michael H. Granof, david e. platt, 
and igor Vaysman

Audited Financial Statements: 
Getting and Sustaining “clean” 
opinions (2001)
douglas a. Brook

An Introduction to Financial Risk 
Management in Government (2001)
richard J. Buttimer, Jr.

Understanding Federal Asset 
Management: an agenda for reform 
(2003)
thomas H. Stanton

Efficiency Counts: developing the 
capacity to Manage costs at air 
Force Materiel command (2003)
Michael Barzelay and Fred 
thompson

Federal Credit Programs: Managing 
risk in the information age (2005)
thomas H. Stanton

Grants Management in the 21st 
Century: three innovative policy 
responses (2005)
timothy J. conlan

Performance Budgeting: How naSa 
and SBa Link costs and performance 
(2006) 
Lloyd a. Blanchard

Transforming Federal Property 
Management: a case for public-
private partnerships (2007) 
Judith Grant Long

HUMAN CAPITAL 
MANAGEMENT

Results of the Government 
Leadership Survey (1999)
Mark a. abramson

Profiles in Excellence: conversations 
with the Best of america’s career 
executive Service (1999)
Mark w. Huddleston

Reflections on Mobility: case 
Studies of Six Federal executives 
(2000)
Michael d. Serlin

Managing Telecommuting in the 
Federal Government: an interim 
report (2000)
Gina Vega and Louis Brennan

Using Virtual Teams to Manage 
Complex Projects: a case Study of 
the radioactive waste Management 
project (2000)
Samuel M. deMarie

A Learning-Based Approach to 
Leading Change (2000)
Barry Sugarman

Toward a 21st Century Public 
Service: reports from Four Forums 
(2001)
Mark a. abramson

Labor-Management Partnerships: 
a new approach to collaborative 
Management (2001) 
Barry rubin and richard rubin

Winning the Best and Brightest: 
increasing the attraction of public 
Service (2001)
carol chetkovich

A Weapon in the War for Talent: 
Using Special authorities to recruit 
crucial personnel (2001)
Hal G. rainey

A Changing Workforce: 
Understanding diversity programs in 
the Federal Government (2001) 
Katherine c. naff and J. edward 
Kellough

Life after Civil Service Reform: 
the texas, Georgia, and Florida 
experiences (2002)
Jonathan walters

The Defense Leadership and 
Management Program: taking career 
development Seriously (2002)
Joseph a. Ferrara and Mark c. rom

The Influence of Organizational 
Commitment on Officer Retention: 
a 12-year Study of U.S. army 
officers (2002)
Stephanie c. payne, ann H. Huffman, 
and trueman r. tremble, Jr.

Human Capital Reform: 21st 
century requirements for the United 
States agency for international 
development (2003)
anthony c. e. Quainton and 
amanda M. Fulmer

Modernizing Human Resource 
Management in the Federal 
Government: the irS Model (2003)
James r. thompson and Hal G. rainey

Mediation at Work: transforming 
workplace conflict at the United 
States postal Service (2003)
Lisa B. Bingham



56 to download or order a copy of a report, visit the iBM center for the Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org

CENTER REPORTS AVAILABLE

Growing Leaders for Public Service 
(2004, 2nd ed.)
ray Blunt

Pay for Performance: a Guide for 
Federal Managers (2004)
Howard risher

The Blended Workforce: Maximizing 
agility through nonstandard work 
arrangements (2005) 
James r. thompson and Sharon H. 
Mastracci

The Transformation of the 
Government Accountability Office: 
Using Human capital to drive change 
(2005)
Jonathan walters and charles 
thompson

Designing and Implementing 
Performance-Oriented Payband 
Systems (2007)
James r. thompson

Managing for Better Performance: 
enhancing Federal performance 
Management practices (2007)
Howard risher and charles H. Fay

Seven Steps of Effective Workforce 
Planning (2007)
ann cotten

INNOVATION

Managing Workfare: the case of the 
work experience program in the new 
york city parks department (1999)
Steven cohen

New Tools for Improving 
Government Regulation: an 
assessment of emissions trading 
and other Market-Based regulatory 
tools (1999)
Gary c. Bryner

Religious Organizations, Anti-Poverty 
Relief, and Charitable Choice: a 
Feasibility Study of Faith-Based 
welfare reform in Mississippi (1999)
John p. Bartkowski and Helen a. regis

Business Improvement Districts and 
Innovative Service Delivery (1999)
Jerry Mitchell

An Assessment of Brownfield 
Redevelopment Policies: the 
Michigan experience (1999)
richard c. Hula

San Diego County’s Innovation 
Program: Using competition and a 
whole Lot More to improve public 
Services (2000)
william B. eimicke

Innovation in the Administration of 
Public Airports (2000)
Scott e. tarry

Entrepreneurial Government: 
Bureaucrats as Businesspeople (2000)
anne Laurent

Rethinking U.S. Environmental 
Protection Policy: Management 
challenges for a new administration 
(2000)
dennis a. rondinelli

Creating a Culture of Innovation: 
10 Lessons from america’s Best run 
city (2001) 
Janet Vinzant denhardt and robert B. 
denhardt

Understanding Innovation: what 
inspires it? what Makes it 
Successful? (2001)
Jonathan walters

Government Management of 
Information Mega-Technology: 
Lessons from the internal revenue 
Service’s tax Systems Modernization 
(2002)
Barry Bozeman

Advancing High End Computing: 
Linking to national Goals (2003)
Juan d. rogers and Barry Bozeman

The Challenge of Innovating in 
Government (2006, 2nd ed.) 
Sandford Borins

A Model for Increasing Innovation 
Adoption: Lessons Learned from the 
irS e-file program (2006) 
Stephen H. Holden

MANAGING FOR 
PERFORMANCE AND 
RESULTS

Using Evaluation to Support 
Performance Management: a Guide 
for Federal executives (2001) 
Kathryn newcomer and Mary ann 
Scheirer

The Challenge of Developing Cross-
Agency Measures: a case Study of 
the office of national drug control 
policy (2001)
patrick J. Murphy and John carnevale

The Potential of the Government 
Performance and Results Act 
as a Tool to Manage Third-Party 
Government (2001)
david G. Frederickson

Using Performance Data for 
Accountability: the new york city 
police department’s compStat 
Model of police Management (2001)
paul e. o’connell

Moving Toward More Capable 
Government: a Guide to 
organizational design (2002)
thomas H. Stanton

The Baltimore CitiStat Program: 
performance and accountability 
(2003)
Lenneal J. Henderson

Strategies for Using State Information: 
Measuring and improving program 
performance (2003)
Shelley H. Metzenbaum

Linking Performance and Budgeting: 
opportunities in the Federal Budget 
process (2004, 2nd ed.)
philip G. Joyce

How Federal Programs Use Outcome 
Information: opportunities for 
Federal Managers (2004, 2nd ed.)
Harry p. Hatry, elaine Morley, Shelli B. 
rossman, and Joseph S. wholey

Performance Management for 
Career Executives: a “Start where 
you are, Use what you Have” Guide 
(2004, 2nd ed.)
chris wye

Staying the Course: the Use of 
performance Measurement in State 
Governments (2004)
Julia Melkers and Katherine 
willoughby

Moving from Outputs to Outcomes: 
practical advice from Governments 
around the world (2006)
Burt perrin



to download or order a copy of a report, visit the iBM center for the Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org 57

Using the Balanced Scorecard: 
Lessons Learned from the U.S. postal 
Service and the defense Finance 
and accounting Service (2006)
nicholas J. Mathys and Kenneth r. 
thompson

Performance Leadership: 11 Better 
practices that can ratchet Up 
performance (2006, 2nd ed.)
robert d. Behn

Performance Accountability: 
the Five Building Blocks and Six 
essential practices (2006)
Shelley H. Metzenbaum

Implementing OMB’s Program 
Assessment Rating Tool (PART): 
Meeting the challenges of integrating 
Budget and performance (2006)
John B. Gilmour

The Philadelphia SchoolStat Model 
(2007)
christopher patusky, Leigh Botwinik, 
and Mary Shelley

What All Mayors Would Like to 
Know About Baltimore’s CitiStat 
Performance Strategy (2007)
robert d. Behn

Engaging Citizens in Measuring and 
Reporting Community Conditions:  
a Manager’s Guide (2007)
alfred t. Ho

NETWORKS, 
COLLABORATION,  
AND PARTNERSHIPS

The Challenge of Managing Across 
Boundaries: the case of the 
office of the Secretary in the U.S. 
department of Health and Human 
Services (2000)
Beryl a. radin

Leveraging Networks to Meet 
National Goals: FeMa and the Safe 
construction networks (2002)
william L. waugh, Jr.

Applying 21st-Century Government 
to the Challenge of Homeland 
Security (2002)
elaine c. Kamarck

Managing Across Boundaries: a 
case Study of dr. Helene Gayle and 
the aidS epidemic (2002)
norma M. riccucci

Managing “Big Science”: a case 
Study of the Human Genome project 
(2002)
w. Henry Lambright

Managing the New Multipurpose, 
Multidiscipline University Research 
Centers: institutional innovation in 
the academic community (2003)
Barry Bozeman and p. craig Boardman

Assessing Partnerships: new Forms 
of collaboration (2003)
robert Klitgaard and Gregory F. 
treverton

Leveraging Networks: a Guide for 
public Managers working across 
organizations (2003)
robert agranoff

Extraordinary Results on National 
Goals: networks and partnerships in 
the Bureau of primary Health care’s 
100%/0 campaign (2003)
John Scanlon

Public-Private Strategic Partnerships: 
the U.S. postal Service-Federal 
express alliance (2003)
oded Shenkar

The Challenge of Coordinating “Big 
Science” (2003)
w. Henry Lambright

Communities of Practice: a new 
tool for Government Managers (2003)
william M. Snyder and Xavier de 
Souza Briggs

Collaboration and Performance 
Management in Network Settings: 
Lessons from three watershed 
Governance efforts (2004)
Mark t. imperial

The Quest to Become “One”: an 
approach to internal collaboration 
(2005)
russ Linden

Cooperation Between Social Security 
and Tax Agencies in Europe (2005)
Bernhard Zaglmayer, paul 
Schoukens, and danny pieters

Leveraging Collaborative Networks 
in Infrequent Emergency Situations 
(2005)
donald p. Moynihan

Public Deliberation: a Manager’s 
Guide to citizen engagement (2006)
carolyn J. Lukensmeyer and Lars 
Hasselblad torres

A Manager’s Guide to Choosing 
and Using Collaborative Networks 
(2006)
H. Brinton Milward and Keith G. 
provan

The E-Government Collaboration 
Challenge: Lessons from Five case 
Studies (2006)
Jane Fedorowicz, Janis L. Gogan, 
and christine B. williams

From Forest Fires to Hurricane 
Katrina: case Studies of incident 
command Systems (2007)
donald p. Moynihan

PRESIDENTIAL 
TRANSITIONS

The President’s Management 
Council: an important Management 
innovation (2000)
Margaret L. yao

Government Reorganization: 
Strategies and tools to Get it done 
(2004)
Hannah Sistare

Performance Management for 
Political Executives: a “Start where 
you are, Use what you Have” Guide 
(2004)
chris wye

Becoming an Effective Political 
Executive: 7 Lessons from 
experienced appointees (2005, 
2nd ed.)
Judith e. Michaels

Getting to Know You: rules of 
engagement for political appointees 
and career executives (2005)
Joseph a. Ferrara and Lynn c. ross

Six Trends Transforming Government 
(2006)
Mark a. abramson, Jonathan d. 
Breul, and John M. Kamensky

Reflections on 21st Century 
Government Management (2007)
donald F. Kettl and Steven Kelman



58 to download or order a copy of a report, visit the iBM center for the Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org

CENTER REPORTS AVAILABLE

The Management of Regulation 
Development: out of the Shadows 
(2007)
cornelius M. Kerwin

SOCIAL SERVICES

Implementing State Contracts for 
Social Services: an assessment of 
the Kansas experience (2000)
Jocelyn M. Johnston and Barbara S. 
romzek

Delivery of Benefits in an Emergency: 
Lessons from Hurricane Katrina (2007)
thomas H. Stanton

STRATEGY AND 
TRANSFORMATION

The Importance of Leadership: the 
role of School principals (1999)
paul teske and Mark Schneider 

Leadership for Change: case Studies 
in american Local Government (1999)
robert B. denhardt and Janet 
Vinzant denhardt

Managing Decentralized 
Departments: the case of the U.S. 
department of Health and Human 
Services (1999)
Beryl a. radin

Corporate Strategic Planning in 
Government: Lessons from the 
United States air Force (2000)
colin campbell

Transforming Government: the 
renewal and revitalization of the 
Federal emergency Management 
agency (2000)
r. Steven daniels and carolyn L. 
clark-daniels

Transforming Government: creating 
the new defense procurement 
System (2000)
Kimberly a. Harokopus

Trans-Atlantic Experiences in Health 
Reform: the United Kingdom’s 
national Health Service and the 
United States Veterans Health 
administration (2000)
Marilyn a. deLuca

Transforming Government: the 
revitalization of the Veterans Health 
administration (2000)
Gary J. young

Transforming Government: dan 
Goldin and the remaking of naSa 
(2001) 
w. Henry Lambright

The Power of Frontline Workers 
in Transforming Government: 
the Upstate new york Veterans 
Healthcare network (2003)
timothy J. Hoff

Making Public Sector Mergers 
Work: Lessons Learned (2003)
peter Frumkin

Efficiency Counts: developing the 
capacity to Manage costs at air 
Force Materiel command (2003)
Michael Barzelay and Fred thompson

The Transformation of the 
Government Accountability Office: 
Using Human capital to drive 
change (2005)
Jonathan walters and charles 
thompson

Transforming the Intelligence 
Community: improving the 
collection and Management of 
information (2005)
elaine c. Kamarck

Executive Response to Changing 
Fortune: Sean o’Keefe as naSa 
administrator (2005)
w. Henry Lambright

Ramping Up Large, Non-Routine 
Projects: Lessons for Federal 
Managers from the Successful 2000 
census (2005)
nancy a. potok and william G. 
Barron, Jr.

The Next Government of the United 
States: challenges for performance 
in the 21st century (2005)
donald F. Kettl

Reforming the Federal Aviation 
Administration: Lessons from 
canada and the United Kingdom 
(2006)
clinton V. oster, Jr.

Improving Service Delivery in 
Government with Lean Six Sigma 
(2007)
John Maleyeff

SUPPLY CHAIN 
MANAGEMENT

Digitally Integrating the Government 
Supply Chain: e-procurement,  
e-Finance, and e-Logistics (2003)
Jacques S. Gansler, william 
Lucyshyn, and Kimberly M. ross

Enhancing Security Throughout  
the Supply Chain (2004)
david J. closs and edmund F. 
McGarrell

Investing in Supply Chain Security: 
collateral Benefits (2005, 2nd ed.)
James B. rice, Jr., and philip w. Spayd

RFID: the right Frequency for 
Government (2005)
david c. wyld

Benchmarking Procurement 
Practices in Higher Education 
(2007)
richard r. young, Kusumal 
ruamsook, and Susan B. purdum



59

BOOKS

Note: rowman & Littlefield books 
are available at bookstores, online 
booksellers, and from the publisher 
(www.rowmanlittlefield.com or 800-
462-6420).

Collaboration:	Using	Networks	and	
Partnerships  
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2004)
John M. Kamensky and thomas J. 
Burlin, editors

Competition,	Choice,	and	Incentives	
in	Government	Programs  
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2006)
John M. Kamensky and albert 
Morales, editors

E-Government	2001		
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2001)
Mark a. abramson and Grady e. 
Means, editors

E-Government	2003		
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2002)
Mark a. abramson and therese L. 
Morin, editors

Human	Capital	2002  
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2002)
Mark a. abramson and nicole 
willenz Gardner, editors

Human	Capital	2004		
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2004)
Jonathan d. Breul and nicole 
willenz Gardner, editors

Innovation  
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2002)
Mark a. abramson and ian Littman, 
editors

Integrating	Performance	and	
Budgets:	The	Budget	Office	of	
Tomorrow  
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2006)
Jonathan d. Breul and carl 
Moravitz, editors

Leaders		
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2002)
Mark a. abramson and Kevin M. 
Bacon, editors

Learning	the	Ropes:	Insights	for	
Political	Appointees		
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2005)
Mark a. abramson and paul r. 
Lawrence, editors

Managing	for	Results	2002	
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2001)
Mark a. abramson and John M. 
Kamensky, editors

Managing	for	Results	2005	
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2004)
John M. Kamensky and albert 
Morales, editors

Memos	to	the	President:	
Management	Advice	from	the	
Nation’s	Top	CEOs	
(John wiley & Sons, inc., 2000)
James J. Schiro, editor

Memos	to	the	President:	
Management	Advice	from	the	
Nation’s	Top	Public	Administrators		
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2001)
Mark a. abramson, editor

New	Ways	of	Doing	Business	
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2003)
Mark a. abramson and ann M. 
Kieffaber, editors

The	Procurement	Revolution 
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2003)
Mark a. abramson and roland S. 
Harris iii, editors

Transforming	Government	Supply	
Chain	Management  
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2003)
Jacques S. Gansler and robert e. 
Luby, Jr., editors

Transforming	Organizations  
(rowman & Littlefield publishers, 
inc., 2001)
Mark a. abramson and paul r. 
Lawrence, editors



About the IBM Center for The Business of Government
Through research stipends and events, the IBM Center for  
The Business of Government stimulates research and facilitates 
discussion of new approaches to improving the effectiveness of 
government at the federal, state, local, and international levels. 

The Center is one of the ways that IBM seeks to advance  
knowledge on how to improve public sector effectiveness.  
The IBM Center focuses on the future of the operation and  
management of the public sector.

About IBM Global Business Services
With consultants and professional staff in more than 160 countries 
globally, IBM Global Business Services is the world’s largest  
consulting services organization. IBM Global Business Services 
provides clients with business process and industry expertise,  
a deep understanding of technology solutions that address  
specific industry issues, and the ability to design, build and  
run those solutions in a way that delivers bottom-line business 
value. For more information visit www.ibm.com.

For additional information, contact:
Jonathan D. Breul
Executive Director
IBM Center for The Business of Government
1301 K Street, NW
Fourth Floor, West Tower
Washington, DC 20005
(202) 515-4504, fax: (202) 515-4375

e-mail: businessofgovernment@us.ibm.com
website: www.businessofgovernment.org



     Th e Varieties of CitiStat  

    Baltimore’s performance strategy, CitiStat, has been 

adapted by a number of cities in the United States. None 

of these adaptations is identical to the original or to any 

of the others. In fact, this analysis identifi es fi ve 

important features of CitiStat along with 20 sub-traits of 

these features that can be used to specify the important 

diff erences among these various CitiStats.     

  I
n 2000, Mayor Martin O ’ Malley of Baltimore, 

Maryland, established CitiStat, a management 

strategy modeled after the Compstat program of 

the New York City Police Department (NYPD) and 

designed to improve the performance of city agencies.  1   

Since then, numerous cities in the United States have 

created their own versions of CitiStat. For example, 

Atlanta, Georgia, has ALTStat; Chattanooga, 

Tennessee, has Chattanooga Results; Providence, 

Rhode Island, has ProvStat; St. Louis, Missouri, has 

CitiView; San Francisco, California, has SFStat; 

Somerville, Massachusetts, has SomerStat; and 

Syracuse, New York, has SyraStat. King County, 

Washington, is creating KingStat, and Palm Bay, 

Florida, is creating PalmStat.  2   

 Each of these replications of CitiStat is an adaptation 

of Baltimore ’ s innovation.  3   None is a perfect copy; 

none was designed to be a perfect copy. In each 

city that has created its own CitiStat, the mayor ’ s 

leadership team took what they perceived to be the 

key features of the Baltimore version and modifi ed 

them to mesh with their own specifi c purposes and 

their own particular circumstances. Although these 

versions of CitiStat have many features in common, 

no two are identical. Each has its own distinct 

 characteristics. Th is raises an important question: 

What are the  signifi cant diff erences among the  

varieties of CitiStat? 

 Moreover, if none of the cities ’  versions of CitiStat is 

identical, what performance strategies can be included 

in the class of programs called  “ CitiStat ” ? What fea-

tures must an individual city ’ s performance strategy 

possess for it to be categorized as a CitiStat? In my 

investigation of cities that have implemented some 

version of the CitiStat strategy, I employ the following 

classifi cation: A city is conducting CitiStat if it holds 

a series of  regular, periodic meetings  during which the 

mayor and/or the mayor ’ s top aides  use data  to discuss, 

examine, and analyze, with the individual director 

(and the top staff ) of diff erent city agencies, past 

  performance,  future  performance  objectives, and overall 

 performance  strategies. 

 Th is is not a very exclusionary classifi cation.  4   It certainly 

fi ts almost every management strategy that an American 

city has designated as its own version of CitiStat. Th e 

three important components of my  classifi cation are 

(1) the regular periodicity of the meetings, (2) the use 

of data, and (3) the examination of past performance 

combined with the development of strategies for future 

improvement. If a city is doing these three things, 

I classify it as engaging in a variety of CitiStat. 

 Nevertheless, the varieties of CitiStat can be quite 

 diff erent. In particular, from my conversations with 

city offi  cials who have launched their own CitiStat 

programs, from my visits to CitiStat meetings in 

 diff erent cities, and from what I have learned from 

others who have observed or analyzed diff erent 

 versions, at least fi ve distinct features of CitiStat can 

be used to distinguish the diff erent varieties. Th ese 

fi ve features concern:  

   1.    Th e  room  in which the CitiStat meetings 

are held  

   2.    Th e  staff   who manage the CitiStat process and 

analyze the data  

   3.    Th e  data  that form the basis of the discussion at 

the meetings  

   4.    Th e  meetings  themselves  

   5.    Th e  follow-up  to the decisions and commitments 

made during these meetings   

 Most of these fi ve features have subfeatures, so the 

number of traits that characterize any city ’ s CitiStat 

process totals 20.  5   

     Robert D. Behn    is a lecturer at Harvard 

University ’ s John F. Kennedy School of 

Government, where he chairs the executive 

education program on Driving Government 

Performance: Leadership Strategies that 

Produce Results. He is the author of  

Rethinking Democratic Accountability 
 (Brookings, 2001) and hopes that he won ’ t 

have to wait another 86 years. 

 E-mail:   redsox@ksg.harvard.edu .    

Case Study

332 Public Administration Review • May | June 2006

     Case Study
     Mark A .      Abramson  ,   Case Study Editor   

   Robert D .      Behn      
       Harvard University    



  1. The Room 
 Every city that has adopted a version of CitiStat (at 

least every CitiStat that I have observed  6  ) has also con-

structed a specially equipped room for holding its 

 CitiStat meetings. Th is is, in fact, the most visible 

 feature of Baltimore ’ s CitiStat.  7   Visitors who seek to 

understand how CitiStat works so that they can repli-

cate it in their own city spend most of their time in 

Baltimore ’ s specially designed CitiStat room. Th is 

raises the following question. 

  Question 1: What Are the  Key Features  of 
the Room?  
Although the CitiStat room in each city has a slightly 

diff erent layout, all have fi ve common features:  

    ●     A  table  at which the mayor and his or her key 

staff  sit in permanently assigned seats  

    ●     A  podium  at which the director of the agency 

whose performance is being examined stands  

    ●     A  projector  for projecting maps, data, and pic-

tures from a  computer  onto a  screen    

 Th e CitiStat room may be used for other purposes. 

Th us, the table, podium, projector, computer, and 

screen may be moved around among CitiStat meet-

ings. For the next CitiStat meeting, however, the 

room will be arranged in exactly the same way. 

 Th e design of the CitiStat room is the least important 

of the fi ve dimensions of CitiStat. Yet it is also the 

characteristic that is most faithfully replicated, if only 

because it is the easiest to observe and reproduce. 

 Every CitiStat room I have visited has not only a  table  

at which the mayor and his staff  sit but also perma-

nent seat assignments. Th e mayor sits here, the budget 

director sits there, and the director of the agency al-

ways stands — behind a  podium.  And then the  projec-

tor, computer,  and  screen  display maps, data, and 

pictures for everyone in the room to see.  8   (Indeed, 

many CitiStat rooms — following the example of Balti-

more, which followed the example of the NYPD ’ s 

Compstat — have two screens so that diff erent data can 

be projected simultaneously.) 

 Of course, all of this technology is not essential. 

 Indeed, in some cities, the data are not only projected 

on the screen but given to everyone in the room at the 

beginning of the meeting in the form of a handout 

that contains everything that will be projected onto 

the screen. Th us, in these cities, the CitiStat staff  

 project onto the screen nothing that is not already in 

everyone ’ s lap. 

 Th e formality of the room is not unimportant. 

 Creating a specifi c CitiStat room establishes, if only 

symbolically, that the mayor believes CitiStat is im-

portant. Nevertheless, the mayor has a variety of other 

ways — using the other four features (and the other 

19 traits) — to signal that CitiStat is important. More-

over, if these other signals suggest that CitiStat is not 

all that important, the symbolism of the formal room 

will have little impact.   

  2. The Staff 
 To make CitiStat work, a city needs staff . But who are 

these people, and what are their responsibilities? Th ere 

are at least four diff erent traits of the staff  of CitiStat 

that might diff er from city to city. 

  Question 2A: Is There a Full-Time  Director  
of CitiStat?  
Th is would appear to have an obvious answer. One of 

the fi rst things that Mayor O ’ Malley did when he cre-

ated CitiStat was hire Matthew Gallagher as its full-

time director. Yet not all cities have done this. In 

some, the person with the lead responsibility for mak-

ing the CitiStat process work is borrowed from an 

existing agency. Th is person may have several other 

responsibilities; indeed, CitiStat may not even be his 

or her primary job.  

  Question 2B: How Many Full-Time  Staff  Work 
for Citistat?  
In addition to the director of CitiStat, Baltimore has a 

half-dozen staff ers, mostly analysts but also an investi-

gator. Of course, many of the cities that have started 

their own CitiStat programs are smaller than Balti-

more; thus, their CitiStat staff  would be appropriately 

smaller. Nevertheless, if the CitiStat process is 

 designed (as my defi nition suggests) to  “ use data to 

discuss, examine, and analyze  …  [a city] agency ’ s 

 recent performance, ”  the city needs at least one 

person to work with these data.  9   

 Again, however, in some cities, the CitiStat staff  are 

borrowed from an existing agency. And the people 

responsible for working with the data may have 

other responsibilities — perhaps multiple and higher-

priority responsibilities.  

  Question 2C: What Is the A nalytical Capacity  
of This Staff?  
To improve performance, CitiStat requires not only 

data but also the analysis of these data. Th us, CitiStat 

requires some staff  with the analytical talent to examine 

the data — to sift through the reams of available infor-

mation, to determine what is relevant (why and how), 

to fi gure out whether performance is improving or not, 

to suggest how an improvement in performance might 

be refl ected in changes in the data, and even (if the 

staff  possess managerial as well as analytical skill) off er 

some strategies for obtaining that improvement. 

 Some cities have followed Baltimore ’ s practice of hir-

ing staff  precisely because they possess these skills. In 

other circumstances, particularly when staff  are bor-

rowed from other agencies, these individuals may have 
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some technical but not necessarily analytical skills. 

Because CitiStat appears to be a high-tech opera-

tion  10   — if only because a computer is used to generate 

the information projected onto the screen — it also 

appears natural to assign responsibility for the data to 

the city ’ s information technology department. 

 Although these individuals may be very good at keep-

ing the city ’ s technology infrastructure humming, they 

may not have the analytical dexterity to fi gure out 

what the data reveal about an agency ’ s performance, 

let alone to determine what these data suggest about 

strategies to improve future performance.  

  Question 2D: What Do These Staff  Do ?  
Th ey certainly collect and organize data. Th ey may 

also analyze the data, though this depends on their 

analytical skills, how many other assignments they 

have, and the nature of the CitiStat responsibilities 

they are given. For example, the more explicit the 

mayor ’ s purposes for establishing CitiStat, the more 

likely the staff  will be to focus their analytical eff orts 

on those purposes. In contrast, if they have other (per-

haps higher-priority) tasks, they may be able to do 

little more than collect and organize the data just in 

time for tomorrow ’ s CitiStat session. 

 Indeed, the frequency of a city ’ s CitiStat meetings cor-

relates well (theoretically as well as empirically) with the 

amount of staff  time dedicated to CitiStat. If a city has 

several full-time CitiStat analysts, it also has the ability 

to conduct CitiStat meetings on a frequent schedule. 

If, to work on CitiStat, a city is borrowing portions of 

time from existing staff  members with other assign-

ments, it simply lacks the capacity to conduct such 

 sessions for many city agencies or to do so frequently. 

 In any organization — public, nonprofi t, or for-

profi t — people quickly gauge the importance of an 

activity by noting the number and capabilities of the 

staff  who have responsibility for that activity.  11   Th e 

mayor signals the importance of CitiStat not only 

with the room but with the staff .   

  3. The Data 
 A performance strategy requires performance data. 

To improve its performance, a city, a state or province, 

a nation, a public agency, a nonprofi t organization, 

or a business fi rm needs some data that describe or 

 illuminate that performance. But what data? Th ere 

are at least three important traits of the data that are 

used by  diff erent cities. 

  Question 3A: What  Kinds  of Data Are Used?  
Almost every city that has launched a version of 

 CitiStat began with available data. When Baltimore 

started, it simply told city agencies,  “ Bring us 

 whatever data you have. ”  Th us Baltimore, and other 

cities, began by using personnel and fi nancial  

data — data that were already being collected for other 

administrative purposes. Little wonder that in Balti-

more, CitiStat fi rst focused on reducing the cost of 

personnel overtime. 

 As a city develops some experience with its CitiStat 

process — as it develops an understanding of the im-

portant performance defi cits of specifi c agencies — it 

begins to think about what data it would like to col-

lect: What data do we need to determine whether we 

are improving or not? Because each city has its own 

unique problems, and because each mayor has his or 

her own unique performance priorities, the data a city 

seeks to collect for its CitiStat performance strategy 

are also unique. 

 Today, six years after Baltimore began CitiStat, it relies 

notably on data obtained from its 311 phone system. 

In Baltimore (as in Chicago, New York, and other 

U.S. cities), when a resident has a problem that city 

government is supposed to solve, the citizen can call a 

single phone number, 311. For true emergencies, of 

course, citizens call 911. But for any and all nonemer-

gency services (the classic example is a pothole that 

needs fi xing), a citizen simply calls 311.  12   

 At Baltimore ’ s call center, a 311 staff er enters the 

 citizen’s problem into one of the templates on the 

CitiTrak system, gives the citizen a “Service Request” 

(or “SR”) number, and tells the citizen how long it 

should take to get the problem resolved. Moreover, 

the data in the CitiTrak computer provide the basis 

for determining how well an agency is doing. For 

each service request category, a city department has a 

“target resolution time,” measured in days. And 

 CitiTrak  permits the CitiStat staff  to determine 

for each service request category the percentage of 

requests that were resolved within the target time. 

All this is because Mayor O ’ Malley decided that 

 improving the timely response of city agencies to 

311 service  requests was one of the most important 

performance improvements that his administration 

could make. 

 Other U.S. cities have 311 phone systems. Other 

 cities have versions of CitiStat. Baltimore, however, 

is the only city (of which I am aware) that uses the 

311 data (as organized by CitiTrak) to drive much of 

its CitiStat process.  13    

  Question 3B: What Is the  Source  of These Data?
  Initially, in every city, the CitiStat staff  are dependent 

on city agencies for data. As it makes progress, however, 

the staff  can learn what data they really need. In some 

circumstances, the staff  still need to obtain these data 

directly from the agencies. But CitiStat staff ers may also 

develop the capacity to collect data on their own. In 

such circumstances, the CitiStat staff  — and thus the 

mayor — have an independent source of information on 

the performance of these agencies. 
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 In Baltimore, the service request data from CitiTrak 

provide this independent source of performance infor-

mation. Is a city agency meeting its resolution-time 

targets for diff erent service-request categories — par-

ticularly for its  priority  service requests? Th e CitiStat 

staff  and the mayor don ’ t have to worry about whether 

an agency is somehow using a defi nition of the start 

time or of the resolution time that makes their perfor-

mance look better than it is. Th e percentage of service 

requests completed within the target resolution time is 

calculated from the data within the CitiTrak system.  14    

  Question 3C: Who Has Done What Kind of 
Preliminary  Analysis  of These Data? 
 Th e simplest presentations of any data are bar charts 

and tables. But what kind of bar chart? What do the 

bars measure? For what or for whom? And what kind 

of table? What are the columns? What are the rows? 

What counts as data to be included? What data can be 

(or should be) excluded? Th e creation of a simple bar 

chart or table involves numerous choices, each of 

which have a major impact on the message that it 

conveys — or, at least, on the message that it permits 

(or encourages) people to infer. 

 Th us, the analytical skill of the CitiStat staff  is re-

fl ected in the sophistication of the presentation of 

data during a CitiStat session. In these circumstances, 

analytical sophistication does not mean regression 

analysis — not even simple, two-variable, linear regres-

sion, let alone a more complex model. Th e analysis 

of data consists primarily of bar charts and tables. 

Nevertheless, to present data in formats that permit 

city offi  cials to make legitimate comparisons —

  comparisons across units, comparisons across time, 

comparisons with established targets — the CitiStat 

staff  need an appreciation of both the legitimate value 

and the limitations of the data, as well as an under-

standing of how diff erent presentation formats will 

aff ect people ’ s understanding and conclusions. 

 Th e NYPD ’ s Compstat and Baltimore ’ s CitiStat were 

originally conceived as data driven. Both rely on anal-

ysis of data — whether it is the geographic analysis of 

crime data presented on a map or the analysis of the 

percentage of service requests resolved by the target 

time presented in a table. Th e data never speak for 

themselves. Th ey only speak through some kind of 

systematic, methodological, intellectual, or ideological 

framework. Any bar chart or table of data establishes a 

framework, if only through the selection of the data 

and its form of presentation. Th e mere creation of a 

bar chart or table is also the creation of a framework 

through which the data will speak. 

 A CitiStat analyst can also create a framework — an ana-

lytical framework that refl ects the mayor ’ s performance 

priorities. Th us, the skill of a CitiStat analyst is refl ected 

in the data that are used, the methods for obtaining the 

data, and the analysis and presentation of those data.   

  4. The CitiStat Meeting 
 If it is nothing else, CitiStat is a series of regular, 

 periodic meetings. Although the various CitiStat 

rooms are quite similar and although the meetings 

may (at fi rst glance) appear to be quite similar, there 

exist at least seven traits of these meetings that can 

diff er signifi cantly. 

  Question 4A: How  Frequent  Are the Meetings?
  For its key city agencies, Baltimore holds a CitiStat 

meeting every other week. (For a few others, the meet-

ing is every fourth week.) Th is is certainly on the very 

frequent end of the spectrum. In some cities, an 

agency might only appear at a CitiStat  meeting 

semiannually.  

  Question 4B: How fi rm Is the  Schedule  
of Meetings?
  Most cities that have created their own CitiStat pro-

gram have also created a schedule of CitiStat meetings 

for diff erent departments that extends months into 

the future. In some of these cities, this schedule is fol-

lowed religiously; in other cities, scheduled CitiStat 

meetings are occasionally cancelled or postponed. In 

Baltimore, the key city agencies are scheduled to show 

up at CitiStat at  precisely the same time  every other 

week (e.g., Th ursday at 1:00 or  Friday at 8:30), and 

this schedule is  never  modifi ed. Months into the fu-

ture, everyone knows which agency will be at CitiStat 

at 1:00 on any Th ursday.  

  Question 4C: Who  Attends  from the 
Mayor ’ s Offi ce?  
In most situations, the mayor ’ s key staff ers attend. In 

diff erent cities, these people have diff erent titles. Nev-

ertheless, they almost always include the mayor ’ s chief 

of staff  or deputy mayor, the budget director, the per-

sonnel director, or the director of a department of 

 administration — the people who run the mayor ’ s key 

support units.  

  Question 4D: Who  Attends  from the Agency?
  In some cities, the agency is represented by only two 

or three people: the director, the deputy director, and 

perhaps the agency ’ s internal analyst. In Baltimore, 

however, most agency directors bring their top two-

dozen managers; often, several of these managers are 

called on to answer specifi c questions for which they 

have direct operational responsibility.  15   

 In part, the number of people from the agency who 

attend is a function of the size of the city, and thus the 

size of the agency. In part, this number is a function 

of the size of the room. Even with these constraints, 

the number of attendees does vary. Th e director of one 

agency in Baltimore explained that she brought more 

than two dozen of her agency ’ s top managers to every 

CitiStat session so that they could learn (from 

 listening to the discussion, even if they were never 
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called on to answer any questions) the issues and 

problems on which the mayor was focused.  16   And the 

presence of agency managers who have detailed opera-

tional knowledge of diff erent components of the 

 agency ’ s tasks ensures that logical follow-up questions 

can be answered immediately and accurately (or not, 

and embarrassingly!).  

  Question 4E: Who  Runs  the Meeting?  
In most cities, the mayor does not personally run the 

meeting. Th e mayor may attend. Th e mayor may stop 

by. Th e mayor may be there at the beginning of the 

meeting (indeed, the meeting may not start until the 

mayor arrives) but then leave for another appoint-

ment. Or the mayor may attend sporadically. So who 

really runs the meeting? 

In some cases, it is a top mayoral staff er or the direc-

tor of CitiStat. Th is is a person who attends all (or 

at least most) of the meetings, has an established, 

ongoing responsibility for the program, and is pre-

pared and able to keep the meeting focused on the 

agency ’ s  performance — particularly on its key per-

formance indicators and its most consequential per-

formance defi cit(s). Th is person understands the 

mayor ’ s priorities and conducts the meeting to en-

sure that the agency, its director, and the other 

members of the agency ’ s staff  are focused on 

these priorities. 

 In other cities, the agency director runs the meeting, 

which is organized around a series of Microsoft 

 PowerPoint slides that report on key performance 

 indicators. Th e agency director leads the mayor ’ s 

staff  through this presentation, which describes the 

implications of the data, explains why the data may 

not look as good as they might, and perhaps summa-

rizes the agency ’ s plans to improve performance. 

 Sometimes, it appears, no one is running the meeting. 

 Who runs the meeting is not inconsequential. 

A meeting conducted primarily by the agency director 

is fundamentally diff erent from a meeting conducted 

by a member of the mayor ’ s staff . And the informal 

status of such a mayoral staff er is also consequential. 

Is this staff er close to the mayor? Does he or she know 

the mayor ’ s political and performance agenda? Does 

he or she speak for the mayor? If a mayoral aide runs 

the meeting, his or her standing can aff ect how 

 focused the meeting is on strategies for improving the 

agency ’ s performance.  

  Question 4F: Who Sets the  Agenda ?  
Usually, the agenda is set by the CitiStat staff . In 

 Baltimore, the CitiStat staff er who is responsible for 

the agency sets the preliminary agenda by preparing a 

memo (running a dozen or more pages) that lists key 

issues to be discussed during the meeting (usually 

more issues than can possibly be covered in an hour 

and a half ). Th e evening before the meeting, this 

memo is delivered to the mayor, the fi rst deputy 

mayor, and the director of CitiStat. Th en, about 

10 minutes before the CitiStat meeting is to begin, 

the fi rst deputy mayor, the director of CitiStat, and 

this staff er meet in the CitiStat director ’ s offi  ce (50 

feet from the CitiStat room) to go over the issues. 

 In other cities, the CitiStat staff  prepare (perhaps in 

collaboration with the agency) the PowerPoint slides 

that will be the de facto agenda of the meeting. More-

over, the CitiStat staff  often give these slides to the 

agency director before the meeting. And the agency 

director may use these slides to conduct the meeting. 

Th us, by creating the slides, the CitiStat staff  explicitly 

set the agenda. Nevertheless, in choosing how to use 

these slides, the agency director has the opportunity 

to infl uence — if only at the margins — how that 

agenda unfolds. 

 In other cities, the agency director and the agency 

staff  prepare their own slides. In this case, the agencies 

set the agenda by themselves.  

  Question 4G: Who Knows the  Agenda  Before the 
Meeting Begins?
  In Baltimore, the agency directors do not see the 

 CitiStat memo that is delivered to the mayor, deputy 

mayor, and CitiStat director. Nevertheless, given that 

they were at a CitiStat meeting only 14 days before, 

and given that they are (or ought to be) on top of 

their agency ’ s operations, they should be able to 

 predict the items on the agenda. 

 Of course, if the CitiStat staff  prepare PowerPoint 

slides and give them to the agency, its director knows 

exactly what the agenda will be and how it will un-

fold, and he or she is able to infl uence that unfolding. 

  Show-and-Tell or Gotcha:    Th ese seven traits of any 

 CitiStat meeting directly aff ect the tenor and spirit 

of the discussion. Are the mayor and his or her staff  

harassing and abusing agency managers? Or is the 

 session yet another in a series of multiple meetings —

 no more productive or signifi cant than all the others 

that take place in city hall? 

 Baltimore ’ s CitiStat has been described as  “ a highly 

confrontational ”  system complete with  “ a  ‘ star cham-

ber ’  room for frequent grilling of chief offi  cers on 

their performance ”  (6,  Perri 2004 ). Th e  New York 

Times  off ered a similar portrait,  “ Some department 

supervisors seemed to writhe like medical interns 

 fumbling for the city ’ s pulse ”  ( Clines 2001 ), and 

 columnist Neal  Peirce (2004)  described  “ the probing ”  

as  “ excruciatingly specifi c and penetrating. ”  Th e 

  Baltimore Sun  reported one city manager at a 

CitiStat meeting  “ looking as if he needs a cigarette 
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and blindfold ”  ( Shields 2000 ).  “ Th e managers who 

are forced to go through these inquisitions are less 

than thrilled, ”  reported  Governing ; they  “ often emerge 

from the  sessions red-faced and embarrassed before 

their peers ”  ( Swope 2001 ). 17

 Such popular depictions of Baltimore ’ s CitiStat have 

worried some mayors and their staff . Th ey are con-

cerned that their own CitiStat will become a  “ gotcha 

game, ”  intimidating agency managers but not improv-

ing performance. If, however, a city is worried that its 

meetings will become excessively adversarial, their 

 sessions may morph into agency  “ show-and-tell. ”  

 Neither extreme is apt to foster the kind of agency 

behavior that will signifi cantly ratchet up perfor-

mance. If CitiStat meetings become a gotcha game, 

the agencies will focus their energies on avoiding mis-

takes — or at least, on avoiding big mistakes that are 

apt to produce highly embarrassing gotchas. If 

 CitiStat meetings become show-and-tell sessions, the 

agencies will not take them seriously — or may even 

strive to manipulate their presentation to distract 

 attention from their biggest performance failures.   

  5. Follow-Up 
 One of Jack Maple ’ s four tenets of Compstat and Citi-

Stat is  “ relentless follow-up and assessment. ”   18   I have 

argued that relentlessness is not essential; those who 

run CitiStat need not be unrelenting, merciless, im-

placable, or grim. Follow-up, however, is essential. 

And for this follow-up to be eff ective, the mayor and 

his or her staff  do need to be persistent ( Behn 2004, 

2005 ). If they do not follow up, either relentlessly or 

persistently, the CitiStat exercise — room, staff , data, 

and meetings — will have little impact. 

 If the CitiStat process is to have an impact on perfor-

mance, something signifi cant has to happen  during  

the CitiStat meetings; something signifi cant has to 

 come out  of these meetings; and something signifi cant 

has to happen  after  the CitiStat meetings. To foster an 

improvement in performance, the meetings have to 

produce some decisions and some commitments. But 

unless there is some follow-up, these decisions and 

commitments will not signifi cantly improve agency 

operations. Th is follow-up has fi ve critical traits. 

  Question 5A: What Kinds of Assignments Are 
Made During the Meeting?
  If the objective of CitiStat meetings is to review past 

performance so as to improve future performance, 

then this review must (at least occasionally) lead to 

some kind of policy or operational changes that will, 

indeed, improve future performance. Th ese changes 

might be initiated by the mayor ’ s staff : Th ey analyze 

the agency ’ s recent performance data, uncover some 

important defi ciencies that they want fi xed, and pre-

pare a set of changes that they want the agency to 

make. Th ese changes might be initiated by the agency: 

Th e director comes to the meeting having already ana-

lyzed the agency ’ s recent performance data and reports 

on a plan that the agency already has implemented (or 

will implement). Alternatively, these changes might 

result from a discussion and negotiation during the 

CitiStat meeting: Th e mayor ’ s staff  may emphasize an 

important defi ciency that they want fi xed, and the 

agency director proposes some corrective actions. 

 Regardless of the process that generates a suggestion 

for change, this suggestion can become an  assignment  

for future action. Of course, this suggestion for 

change may be little more than a mere suggestion —

 something that everyone recognizes would be nice to 

do but also something that no one cares enough about 

to make sure that it is really done. A CitiStat session 

can generate lots of generalized suggestions for im-

provements — suggestions that come without enough 

specifi city to determine whether they have been done, 

let alone a deadline for getting them done. But a Citi-

Stat session can also generate  assignments:  specifi c tasks 

to be completed by a certain date. 

 Assignments need not, however, come in the form of 

vague suggestions or specifi c tasks. Rather than hint at 

what the agency might do or tell the agency precisely 

what to do, the mayor ’ s staff  may make  assignments  

in the form of expectations for an improvement in 

the performance data (again by a specifi c deadline). 

Th e mayor ’ s staff  may express assignments in the form 

of performance targets for the agency to achieve 

while leaving it up to the agency to decide how to 

achieve them.  

  Question 5B: Who Makes These Assignments?  
If a real assignment is made, it will be made by the 

key mayoral aide who runs the meeting. Even if the 

assignment results from some kind of plan proposed 

by the agency director, it is promoted from suggestion 

to assignment by this mayoral aide when he or she 

requests an explicit progress report by a specifi c date, 

whether it is two weeks or two months. Mayoral aides 

make assignments not necessarily by issuing directives 

but by establishing deadlines, either for specifi c sub-

tasks that are part of the overall plan or for re-

ports on progress toward achieving specifi c 

performance targets.  

  Question 5C: How Are These Assignments 
 Communicated ?
  Th ese assignments are, presumably, communicated 

during the CitiStat meeting. Indeed, it is the specifi c-

ity with which the key mayoral aide describes an 

 assignment that transforms it from a suggestion to a 

specifi c task or performance target. To an outside 

 observer who is unfamiliar with the personalities 

 engaged in the meeting or the informal connotations 

that words and phrases have acquired within the city ’ s 

Case Study: The Varieties of CitiStat 337



administration, it may be unclear whether the assign-

ment is a suggestion, a task, or a target. Nevertheless, 

those who have obtained the status within the city ’ s 

administration that permits or requires them to be in 

the room will not miss the subtle signals. 

 In Baltimore, the CitiStat staff  communicate assign-

ments in one additional way. By the end of every Citi-

Stat meeting, the CitiStat staff er with responsibility 

for that agency prepares a memo listing everything to 

which the mayor ’ s staff  and the agency director agreed 

during the meeting. Th is memo eliminates all possi-

bility of ambiguity. It prevents the agency director 

from saying at the next meeting,  “ I didn ’ t know you 

wanted that ”  or  “ I didn ’ t promise to do that. ”   

  Question 5D: Do City Agencies Prepare for Their 
 CitiStat Meetings by Conducting Their Own Mini, 
 Internal  “ AgencyStat ”  Sessions?  
If, after every CitiStat meeting, the mayor ’ s offi  ce en-

gages in detailed follow-up, the agency directors will 

pay attention to their assignments. And one way to 

judge whether these directors are truly engaged in the 

CitiStat process is to observe how they prepare for 

their next CitiStat meeting. 

 In Baltimore, many agency directors do so by con-

ducting their own internal  “ AgencyStat ”  sessions sev-

eral days before. After all, they know (or should know) 

what the data are and how the mayor ’ s offi  ce will in-

terpret those data. Th ey know (or should know) what 

their agency ’ s performance defi cits are — particularly 

the ones about which the mayor really cares. Th ey 

know (or should know) what they will be asked at 

their next CitiStat meeting. Th ey know (or should 

know) on what tasks or targets they will be asked to 

report. Consequently, to develop answers to these 

 anticipated questions — answers that the mayor ’ s staff  

will accept or even welcome — agency directors may 

fi nd their own AgencyStat sessions quite productive. 

Moreover, in Baltimore, several agency directors have 

learned that their own AgencyStat sessions are not 

only an eff ective means of preparing for CitiStat meet-

ings but also an eff ective strategy for managing their 

own agency. 

 Of course, if the mayor ’ s offi  ce does not undertake 

eff ective, persistent follow-up to its own CitiStat 

meetings, agency directors are unlikely to conduct 

their own AgencyStat sessions.  

  Question 5E: When and With Whom Are the 
Results of These Assignments Examined?  
Mayoral follow-up comes full circle at the next 

 CitiStat meeting. Does the meeting begin with the 

mayor ’ s staff  asking about the critical assignments that 

were made during the previous meeting? Does the 

meeting begin with the mayor ’ s staff  introducing an 

entirely new set of miscellaneous concerns? Or does 

the meeting begin with a brand-new version of 

show-and-tell? 

 Does the mayor ’ s staff  focus CitiStat sessions, meeting 

after meeting, on the key performance concerns of the 

mayor? Does the mayor ’ s staff  bring continuity to 

their expectations for agency performance by making 

clear, specifi c assignments and expecting frequent and 

detailed reports on progress? Or does the mayor ’ s staff  

bounce from issue to issue, driven by the latest blip in 

the data or the latest story on the front page of the 

newspaper?   

  Conclusion: Designing CitiStat 
 Th ere is not just one CitiStat. Th ere are many. Th ey 

come in numerous varieties, with multiple combina-

tions of these fi ve features and 20 traits. After all, each 

city creates its version in response to the mayor ’ s 

 specifi c  objectives and priorities. 

 Moreover, it is not immediately obvious that one spe-

cifi c combination works optimally in all circumstances 

for all mayoral objectives and priorities, while others 

are mere imposters. Nevertheless, in designing their 

own CitiStat, mayors and staff  ought to think analyti-

cally and consciously about each of these fi ve features 

and 20 traits.   

   Notes 
    1.    Because Baltimore ’ s CitiStat was the fi rst one that 

I observed (and the one for which I have observed 

the most CitiStat sessions), it is the standard 

against which I implicitly compare the others. 

Th is need not be the case: I could have taken 

another city ’ s version as the benchmark, or I 

could have established my own, hypothetical 

benchmark (with specifi c characteristics that I 

invented or pieced together from diff erent cities). 

Still, Baltimore is also the original benchmark 

from which every city that has created a CitiStat 

began; no city (at least that I know of) created its 

own CitiStat without fi rst having visited  Baltimore. 

In fact, every time I have visited a CitiStat session 

in Baltimore, a visitor (or a dozen visitors) from 

one or more jurisdictions has also been in the 

room. Th us, for every city in the United States 

that has created its own CitiStat, Baltimore is the 

natural and obvious benchmark.  

    2.    I have not visited all of these versions of CitiStat.  

    3.    In 2004, Baltimore ’ s CitiStat won one of the 

Kennedy School of Government ’ s Innovations in 

American Government Awards.  

    4.    Indeed, given the nature of this classifi cation, 

some cities in the United States or elsewhere may 

have been doing something that fi ts within the 

CitiStat class even before Baltimore launched its 

version in 2000.  

    5.    Th ese 20 subfeatures are not the only traits of 

CitiStat. Others include the following: (1) Who 
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has access to the data? (Baltimore gives it to the 

Baltimore Neighborhood Indicators Alliance; 

 Schachtel 2001 ); (2) How visible is CitiStat? Can 

citizens learn about it on the Web, or is it com-

pletely invisible? (3) Is this one of the mayor ’ s few 

signature initiatives, or is it simply one of many 

policy and managerial programs that the mayor 

has launched? I don ’ t discuss these traits because, 

at this stage of my research, I believe they are apt 

to have less of an impact on the eff ectiveness of 

any CitiStat performance strategy than the 20 

traits discussed here.  

    6.    Th ese and the other features and traits examined 

in this article refl ect only those CitiStats that I 

have observed. Other versions may have addi-

tional characteristics.  

    7.    For a description of this room and other features 

of Baltimore ’ s CitiStat, see  Behn (2004, 2005)  

and  Henderson (2003) .  

    8.    Th is is why I consider the room to be one trait, 

not fi ve. Every CitiStat room that I have seen has 

the table, the podium, the projector, the com-

puter, and the screen (or a blank white wall that 

serves as the screen).  

    9.    As with a lot of other operational needs, smaller 

cities face the irreducibility problem. What if the 

city needs only half a city attorney or half a snow-

plow? Th e obvious solution is to contract for this 

service. Still, some responsibilities are best carried 

out internally.  

   10.    Many of the journalistic descriptions of Balti-

more ’ s CitiStat program explicitly call it a  “ high-

tech ”  operation ( Behn 2004 ).  

   11.    People can also gauge the importance of an activ-

ity by how close its key staff ers are to the organi-

zation ’ s leader.  

   12.    To those who focus on large-scale public policy 

problems, potholes may appear a trivial con-

cern — a minor annoyance to a few habitual com-

plainers. But to city residents — and thus to city 

mayors — potholes can be a signifi cant problem. 

In June 2005, Citizens for NYC, a nonprofi t 

organization in New York City, released a city-

wide survey of residents and neighborhood lead-

ers that revealed the biggest problem in the city 

was — you guessed it — potholes. Potholes ranked 

above litter and garbage (2), street noise (3), and 

dangerous intersections (4). ( Citizens for NYC 

2005 ). For the data, see  http://ccnyc.neighbor-

hoodlink.com/ccnycfi les/CNYC%20Spring05%

20Charts%204%20emailing.pdf .  

   13.    Syracuse has CitiLine. Service requests for the 

Department of Public Works are recorded by the 

CitiLine staff , and thus the city can track these 

data. For all other departments, however, service 

requests are forwarded to the department.  

   14.    Of course, there are other ways to cheat. For ex-

ample, a city agency could report to the CitiTrak 

system that it completed a Service Request that it 

has yet to fi nish. To prevent this behavior, Balti-

more audits 100 completed Service Requests 

each week.  

   15.    Th is raises, perhaps, Question 4Da: Who  speaks  

for the agency? In Baltimore, any member of an 

agency ’ s staff  who attends a CitiStat meeting may 

be called on to answer a question or address an 

issue in his or her realm of responsibility. In other 

cities, only the agency director (or perhaps the 

deputy) ever speaks — often because these are the 

only people from the agency who are in the room.  

    16.   In terms of the attendance at the meetings, there 

is one important diff erence between CitiStat and 

Compstat. A Compstat meeting may focus on the 

performance of one or two precincts; neverthe-

less, the commanders or representatives of the 

other precincts are in the room. Th is gives these 

other precinct commanders the opportunity to 

learn about the eff ectiveness of the crime-fi ghting 

strategies employed by other precincts — strategies 

that they may be able to adapt to their own work. 

Th us, Compstat meetings provide an eff ective 

means of disseminating successful innovations. 

CitiStat meetings could also be designed to pro-

vide an opportunity for such learning. But this 

would require (at least in Baltimore) agency di-

rectors to attend a large number of meetings per 

week; the relevance of one agency ’ s eff ective strat-

egy to another agency might not be as obvious, 

direct, or immediate.   

    17.   In my visits to Baltimore’s CitiStat, I have not, 

however, observed any city manager writhing 

under excruciating probing, let alone asking for a 

cigarette and blindfold.  

  18.    For references to Maple ’ s four principles as applied 

to Compstat and CitiStat, see Bratton (1998, 224), 

Maple (1999, 32),  Silverman (1999, 161 – 63) , and 

 http://www.ci.baltimore.md.us/news/citistat/ .   
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“Performance Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratchet Up Performance,” by Robert D. Behn.

Dr. Behn is a wizened and wise analyst whose writing is entertaining, clear, and insightful. He offers a
simple, direct bottom line: Good performance cannot be compelled, commanded, or coerced. He con-
cludes that performance systems created in law or by central management agencies are attempts to
compel good performance, and they basically don’t work. He writes, “public employees are required
to follow so many processes that devotion to these processes often displaces their devotion to results.”

In the report, Dr. Behn moves away from the two conventional tenets of the new public management
to either “make the managers manage” or “let the managers manage.” Instead, he suggests that we
“help the managers manage.” His approach to performance leadership encompasses 11 “better practices”
that he has observed in use by successful public managers over the years. This approach focuses not
on individual attributes and virtues, but rather on leadership activities or practices that can spur improve-
ments in program performance. 

We think the practices suggested by Dr. Behn are clearly worth following. We trust that this report will
be helpful and informative to all public managers attempting to ratchet up their program’s performance. 

Albert Morales John M. Kamensky
Managing Partner Associate Partner and Senior Fellow
IBM Center for The Business of Government IBM Center for The Business of Government
albert.morales@us.ibm.com john.kamensky@us.ibm.com
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How can the leaders of a public agency improve
its performance? What can the leaders of a govern-
mental organization possibly do that might have a
positive effect on the results that their agency pro-
duces? This is an important question. This is a
leadership question.

The Futile Search for a
Performance System
This leadership question is not, however, the 
question about government performance that 
is usually asked. Traditionally, we have asked 
the systems question. Rather than develop public
managers with the leadership capacity to improve
the performance of their agencies, we have
sought to create performance systems that will
impose such improvements. We have sought to
create government-wide schemes that will some-
how require performance from all departments,
agencies, and bureaus. Thus, we have tended (if
only implicitly) to ignore the leadership question
and, instead, have focused on the systems question:
How can we compel, command, or coerce pub-
lic agencies into improving their performance?1

This systems approach is unlikely to prove very
effective.2 Yes, it is possible for a legislature, a
budget office, or a central administrative agency
to force public agencies to do things that—if
done with genuine enthusiasm and subtle intelli-
gence—could contribute to improved perform-
ance. Those upon whom such requirements are
imposed, however, are not likely to view them 
as helpful. They will see these requirements as
another complex confusion of administrative reg-

ulations with which they must dutifully com-
ply—not as a coherent collection of supportive
principles that, if deployed discernibly and
employed adaptively, might actually help.
Administrative requirements (for performance or
anything else) are not designed to elicit discern-
ment and adaptation. They are created to impose
obedience and conformity.

Moreover, the senior managers upon whom such
compliance is imposed have seen all this before.
They have learned how to cope. Indeed, they
became senior managers precisely because they
learned how to cope. They learned that adminis-
trative requirements are hoops through which
they must jump. And, as they moved up the
organizational hierarchy, they learned to become
very good hoop jumpers. They can now jump
nimbly through big hoops and small hoops, red
hoops and green hoops; they can even jump
through flaming hoops without getting the least
bit singed.

Make, Let, or Help the 
Managers Manage
Still, some of those who have become master
hoop-jumpers may desire to do more. They
may seek to progress from complying with the
requirements of the latest performance-manage-
ment system to doing something that might help
improve the performance of their agency. What
should they do? What could they do? How
might they exercise leadership so as to ratchet up
their organization’s performance? If we can provide
public-sector executives with a proven strategy—or

Helping the Managers Manage
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even with just a few helpful suggestions—we
would be doing a useful service.

Over the last two decades, “new public manage-
ment” has come to represent a collection of
managerial philosophies, ideas, and practices
designed to improve the performance of govern-
ment.3 Donald Kettl and others have organized
these various ideas and practices into two basic
strategies: (1) make the managers manage, and
(2) let the managers manage. Based on the
assumption that public managers lacked clear
incentives to improve performance, the make-
the-managers-manage strategy was designed to
induce public-sector executives to concentrate
on improving performance in specific ways. In
contrast, the let-the-managers-manage strategy
reflected the assumption that these officials knew
how to improve performance but were constrained
from doing so by the multitude of rules and 
regulations. Thus, this strategy was designed to
ensure that public-sector executives possessed
the flexibility necessary to do what was required
to improve performance.4

Both of these approaches, however, are based on
one additional assumption: The people who man-
age public agencies do know how to improve
performance. That is, they possess the capacity—
the leadership and managerial skills—necessary
to produce real results. Thus, all that is required
is to give them either the correct incentives or 
the necessary flexibility, and they will do it—they
will just know what managerial actions will most
effectively improve performance. 

Whether these public officials have inherited this
managerial talent from their ancestral genes or
have absorbed it from their organizational and
political environment is never stated. The
assumption is strictly implicit. Nevertheless, 
it lurks behind both new-public-management
strategies. If we change the condition within
which public managers must work—by creating
either better incentives or more flexibility—the
existing managers will significantly improve 
organizational performance.

Perhaps, however, the managers do not know
what to do. Perhaps managerial talent is difficult
to acquire, either from one’s parents or one’s

environment. Perhaps changing the rules is not
enough. After all, the private sector devotes sig-
nificant resources to developing the managerial
skills and leadership talents of individuals
whom it expects to assume significant responsi-
bilities in the future. And the private sector, it is
assumed, has better incentives and more flexibility
than government has. Businesses do not assume
that managerial talent is acquired genetically or
absorbed experientially. Businesses assume that
managerial talent can—and should—be learned.
In comparison, government significantly underin-
vests in developing its own managerial capacity.5

Maybe we should do more than make or let 
public managers manage. Maybe we also need 
a help-the-managers-manage strategy. Maybe we
should help officials in the executive branches 
of our governments advance from administrators
to managers to leaders. If we wish to improve 
the performance of public agencies, maybe we
should find a way to help them learn how to
exercise performance leadership.6

The Search for Better Practice
The following approach to performance leadership
makes no claim to be a best practice. It might
be, however, in Eugene Bardach’s phrase, a
“smart practice.”7 If employed with thoughtful
discernment of the underlying principles and
deployed with intelligent adaptation to the char-
acteristics and needs of the particular organization
and its environment, this approach might help
some public managers improve their agency’s
performance, marginally or even significantly.

After all, to ratchet up performance a notch or
two, most public managers do not require a best
practice. All they need is a better practice—a set
of operational principles, or just one good idea,
that is an improvement over what they are cur-
rently doing.

This approach is just that—an approach. It is not
a rule. It is not a requirement. It is not a prescrip-
tion. It is certainly not a system.8 I make no
claim that it is the only way for public managers
to improve the performance of their organiza-
tion—or even that it is the best way. It is merely a
way—one possible way. It reflects my observations
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of a variety of efforts by managers of public agen-
cies large and small to improve performance.
Some of these observations have been my own.
Some of these I have examined in detail;9 others
I have viewed only fleetingly. Still others I have
“observed” strictly through the eyes of others.10

This approach to performance leadership con-
tains little that is wholly novel or overwhelmingly
revolutionary. Indeed, most of its 11 components11

have been advocated by numerous scholars 
and practitioners. Yet, too few public managers
exploit the advantages of these practices. (Perhaps
they have to devote too much time, resources,
and energy jumping through multiple hoops.)
Fewer still exploit the advantages that may 
accrue from employing several of these practices
simultaneously.

I make no claim that employing all 11 practices
is necessary to improve a public agency’s per-
formance. Still, each practice is, if the agency
manager is not already using it, a better practice.
Moreover, the 11 do reinforce each other. (Several
of these practices are based on the same underly-
ing principles, so that employing one practice
without another is often difficult.) Consequently,
public managers who employ several of them 
will have a better opportunity to exploit their
reinforcing benefits.

The 11 practices that might be better than current
practices are organized into three categories:

• The leaders of the agency can employ four
practices to create a performance framework.

• The leaders can employ four other practices
to mobilize the organization’s resources to
ratchet up performance in some tangible way.

• The leaders can employ three additional
practices to learn how to improve
performance.

These 11 practices offer one approach to per-
formance leadership.
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Creating the Performance Framework:
What would it mean to do a better job?

Practice 1: Articulate the organization’s mission.
Proclaim—clearly and frequently—what the organization is trying to accomplish.

Practice 2: Identify the organization’s most consequential performance deficit.
Determine what key failure is keeping the organization from achieving its mission.

Practice 3: Establish a specific performance target.
Specify what new level of success the organization needs to achieve next.

Practice 4: Clarify your theoretical link between target and mission.
Define (for yourself, at least) your mental model that explains how meeting the target 
will help accomplish the mission.

Driving Performance Improvement:
How can we mobilize our people?

Practice 5: Monitor and report progress frequently, personally, and publicly.
Publish the data so that every team knows that you know (and that everyone else 
knows) how well every team is doing.

Practice 6: Build operational capacity.
Provide your teams with what they need to achieve their targets.

Practice 7: Take advantage of small wins to reward success.
Find lots of reasons to dramatize that you recognize and appreciate what teams have
accomplished.

Practice 8: Create “esteem opportunities.”
Ensure that people can earn a sense of accomplishment and thus gain both self-esteem
and the esteem of their peers.

Learning to Enhance Performance:
How must we change to do even better?

Practice 9: Check for distortions and mission accomplishment.
Verify that people are achieving their targets in a way that furthers the mission 
(not in a way that fails to help or actually undermines this effort).

Practice 10: Analyze a large number and a wide variety of indicators.
Examine many forms of data—both quantitative and qualitative—to learn how your 
organization can improve.

Practice 11: Adjust mission, target, theory, monitoring and reporting, operational capacity, rewards,
esteem opportunities, and/or analysis.
Act on this learning, making the modifications necessary to ratchet up performance again.

One Approach to Performance Leadership:
11 Better Practices That Can Ratchet Up Performance
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The first question that an agency’s leadership
team must address is: “What would it mean to
do a better job?” Regardless of the level at which
the organization is performing, it can still improve.
So what might this improvement look like?

The answer to this question is a judgment call.
Different people will make this call differently. 
In some circumstances, the answer may appear
obvious. In others, it may be open to much
debate. But this debate should not go on forever.
If the organization is actually to improve per-
formance, it cannot go on forever. Moreover,
regardless of how smart the leaders are, they are
unlikely to get this (or any other aspect of their
performance strategy) perfectly right the first time.

They ought to accept that they will not get it 
perfectly right the second time or even the hun-
dredth time, and that they will have to grope
along.12 From the very beginning, they ought to
accept that their efforts will make some perform-
ance improvements, which can be improved
upon further, but only later. That is what the
third category of practices is all about: learning
how to improve even more.

Historically, however, public-policy practitioners
have followed (and public-policy theorists have
advocated) some variant of the get-all-of-the-
ducks-lined-up-before-you-do-anything strategy.
But getting all of the ducks lined up can take a
lot of time—as measured in years. To line up all
of the ducks, the leaders have to create an elabo-
rate strategic plan. They have to get all of the key

stakeholders and all of the key legislators to agree
to the basic approach outlined in the strategic
plan, plus numerous key details. They have to
get the funding approved by the budget office,
the ways and means committee, and the entire
legislature. They have to get the personnel office,
and the procurement office, and a few other
overhead agencies to sign off on the necessary
waivers. And before they know it, the agency’s
leaders have outlived their appointing authority’s
tenure.

This is not, however, the only possible strategy.
The leaders of public agencies can also employ
the groping-along strategy. Indeed, behind my
approach to performance leadership lies the
assumption that, to create a performance strategy,
an organization’s leaders need to “get it up and
running and then fix it.”13

Practice 1: Articulate the
Organization’s Mission
This first practice is hardly profound. It is advo-
cated by numerous management gurus and fol-
lowed by many practicing managers. Everyone in
the organization needs to understand the big 
picture. Thus, the leaders of the organization
need to proclaim, clearly and frequently, what
the organization is trying to accomplish. 

When you walk into the main lobby of many
business firms, government agencies, and non-
profit organizations, you will find the mission
statement displayed on the wall. Yet, how many

Creating the Performance
Framework
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people know what these words say? How many
appreciate the values that these words are
designed to represent? How many act daily (or
even occasionally) to further the basic purposes
that are proclaimed in the mission statement and
that thus constitute the rationale for the organiza-
tion’s existence? How many public employees go
about their assigned tasks completely oblivious
to how these tasks contribute (or not) to their
agency’s mission?

For any organization, particularly for a public
agency, it is not enough to form a committee or
engage a consultant to write or update the mission
statement. After all, in the words of Scott Adams,
a mission statement is nothing more than “a long
awkward sentence that demonstrates manage-
ment’s inability to think clearly.”14 Even if a pub-
lic agency’s mission statement is neither long,
nor awkward, nor convoluted, posting the state-
ment on the wall is not enough. If the agency’s
leaders want everyone in the organization to take
the mission seriously, they need to reiterate its
fundamental points at every opportunity.

Practice 2: Identify the Organi-
zation’s Most Consequential 
Performance Deficit
The mission of any organization—public, private,
or nonprofit—is necessarily vague. It may be
inspirational; nevertheless, it lacks specificity. It
fails to provide any useful guidance about what
to do next: What specific problem does the
organization need to attack now to significantly
improve its performance? The words in the mis-
sion statement do not answer this operational
question. Thus, the organization needs to deter-
mine what key failure is keeping it from achieving
its mission: “What is our most consequential per-
formance deficit?”

Naturally, the organization will have a variety of
failures and performance deficits. Just as naturally,
it cannot attack all of them at once. It must
choose. This is the first challenge to the organiza-
tion’s leadership—to figure out, from the variety
of problems inhibiting its ability to produce
results, that one performance deficit (or, at most,

a very few) on which the organization should
now focus its intelligence and energies.

This performance deficit can be anywhere along
the causal or value chain that runs from inputs to
processes to outputs to outcomes:

Inputs. The big performance deficit might be in
the inputs. The organization, for example, might
not possess people with the necessary knowledge
or skills. If the leaders of a school district believe
the caliber of its teachers to be the major cause
of its under-performance—i.e., why the schools
are not doing a better job of educating the chil-
dren—then the biggest performance deficit is at
the input end of the causal chain.

Processes. Alternatively, the big performance deficit
might be in the processes. The organization might
not be employing the strategies, tactics, plans,
structures, procedures, routines, or habits that are
most effective in converting its inputs into the
desired outputs. For example, the leaders of a
school district might conclude that they have
recruited excellent teachers but are asking them
to teach the wrong curriculum—that the teachers
are using textbooks or curriculum guidelines 
that fail to match the content covered on the
statewide tests employed to define the district’s
performance. Or, it could be that these excellent
teachers have the right curriculum, but that their
allocation of time among the various items on
the curriculum does not mesh with the knowl-
edge and skills emphasized on the statewide test.

Outputs. Or the most significant deficit might be
the organization’s failure to focus on the desired
outputs. The leaders might have obtained the
necessary inputs and created effective processes.
Yet, the people within the organization might be
merely employing those inputs and following
those processes without any dedication to the
outputs they were charged with producing. 

Government agencies are particularly prone to 
this kind of performance failure. After all, public
employees are required to follow so many
processes that devotion to these processes often
displaces their devotion to results. Consequently,
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the agency’s performance deficit might be that it
has forgotten what it is actually trying to accom-
plish—that it is following all of the required stan-
dard operating procedures without thinking about
how they do (or do not) contribute to the mission.
A school system might have hired a staff of tal-
ented teachers, and it might have selected a truly
effective curriculum. At the same time it might be
so arrested by the need to follow all procedures
required by the city council, the state board of
education, and (now) the federal government that
it fails to devote much attention to teaching its
students important skills and essential knowledge.

Outcomes. Unfortunately, government agencies
(like all organizations) do not produce outcomes.
Organizations produce outputs. The outcomes
are what happens outside the organization.
Automobile manufacturers do not produce trans-
portation; they produce cars. County health
departments do not produce health; they produce
measles immunizations and hypertension testings.
Society takes the outputs of many organizations
and converts them into outcomes. Society needs
public organizations that produce good, effective
outputs. Citizens might like to believe that govern-
ment produces societal outcomes (so that they
need not worry about their own contribution),
but public agencies can produce only outputs. 

When the leaders of a public agency are seeking
to identify their organization’s most consequen-
tial performance deficit, they have to work from 
a list of inputs, processes, and outputs—but 
not outcomes. They have to concentrate on the
aspects of performance that the organization, 
and its collaborators, can influence.15 They want
to select a performance deficit that is significantly
impairing the agency’s ability to influence the
outcomes to which its mission tells it to con-
tribute. Nevertheless, this performance deficit will
lie in the domains of either inputs, processes, or
outputs. 

The leaders have to understand the workings 
of their causal chain. They have to possess an
idea about what causes what. They have to
understand how their inputs are combined by
their organizational processes—how the opera-
tions and behaviors that go on inside their orga-
nizational black box produce their outputs. They

have to understand how their outputs interact
with societal processes to produce outcomes.

Identifying the organization’s performance deficit
is clearly a subjective judgment. Every organiza-
tion—no matter whether public or private; no
matter how well it is performing—has multiple
performance deficits. It has a variety of things
that, if it did them better, would enhance its
outputs, and thus the outcomes to which it con-
tributes. Someone has to choose. This is a leader-
ship requirement. If the individuals at the top 
of the organizational hierarchy fail to select the
performance deficits on which their organization
should focus, they have no claim to the title 
of leader.

The leaders of the organization can make this
selection brilliantly or haphazardly. They can put
some serious thought into the question, “On
which performance deficit should our organiza-
tion focus?” They can deliberately choose a big
deficit that, when eliminated, will have a major
impact on the organization’s performance. Or
they can just as deliberately select a small deficit
that, when eliminated, will demonstrate to those
working in the organization (and perhaps to mul-
tiple stakeholders) that they can accomplish even
more. Of course, even if they choose deliberately,
the organization’s leaders can choose badly.

Still, the biggest mistake is not to choose at
all—to avoid the responsibility for determining
what the organization should fix next.

Practice 3: Establish a Specific 
Performance Target
Having made the admittedly subjective judgment
about the aspect of the organization’s perform-
ance deficit on which it will focus, the leaders
need to make a second judgment. They need to
create an explicit performance target for closing
that deficit. That is, the leaders of the organiza-
tion need to specify what new level of success
the organization should attempt to achieve next
and by when.

Does the school system need to hire 20 more
highly qualified teachers before next September 1?
Or does it need to hire 200 of them? Does the
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school system need to select a new curriculum
package by June 1 (so that the teachers can study
it over the summer and be ready to use it by
September 1)? Or does it need to select the new
curriculum by January 30 (so that the teachers
can experiment with it during the spring)? Or, if
the school system has suitable teachers and an
appropriate curriculum, should it concentrate on
ratcheting up its output—on, say, improving its
average test scores in math from 75 to 85 in two
years, or on reducing the percentage of students
with math scores below 50 from 30 percent to 
5 percent in three years?

Note that the school system need not have
recruited the best teachers or have identified the
ideal curriculum before deciding to declare that
its most critical performance deficit is its test
scores in math or writing or history. It simply
needs to make the (again, admittedly subjective)
judgment that the performance deficit on which
it can make the biggest improvement is at the
output end of the causal chain. If, in trying to
improve test scores, it discovers that it needs a
different mix of teachers with pedagogical skills
more suited to its students or its curriculum, or a
different curriculum with a pedagogical strategy
that reflects the learning style of its students, it
can then make the necessary adjustments.

Regardless of whether an agency’s leaders choose
an input, a process, or an output as their per-
formance target, they need to ensure that it 
possesses two characteristics:

(1) They need to specify their target in sufficient
detail to ensure that a vast majority of people
will agree when it has been achieved.

(2) They need to attach to their target a specific
deadline.

Unless they have constructed a target with these
two characteristics, they have not created a real
performance target.

An input performance target. The leaders of a
health department might pick as their target the
introduction, by the end of the next calendar
year, of a new computer system to track obesity
in children. They might recognize that the

county’s children have recently become signifi-
cantly overweight and that they need to attack
this problem. At the same time, they might have
observed from the experiences of other counties
that, before creating some new organizational
processes for attacking the problem or before
beginning to focus on specific outputs, they
need to improve their operational infrastructure.
Of course, while some in the department are
bringing the new computer online, others can
work on improving the processes they will employ
or on identifying the appropriate outputs to pro-
duce. Nevertheless, the leaders have concluded
(given their professional experience, recent research,
and knowledge of the department’s culture) that
the biggest cause of their inadequate performance
is this input. Thus, their first performance target is
to eliminate this particular deficit.

A process performance target. Alternatively, this
health department’s leaders might choose as their
target a complete redesign, within two months,
of the strategic mechanism for conducting adult
hypertension testing and education. The leaders
recognize that the department is completely in-
effective at convincing adults to get tested and 
at educating those whose results are dangerously
high. Thus, it decides that it cannot begin to focus
on the output of the number of individuals it
tests and educates until it develops a completely
new strategy and procedures for doing so.

An output performance target. Finally, the lead-
ers of a health department might select as their
target the immunization of 99.5 percent of the
county’s three-year-olds against measles by June
30. The county has an adequate supply of the
vaccine and has developed an effective strategy
for reaching parents; it simply needs to energize
county employees to focus on output produc-
tion. Sure, there may be some dispute about how
many three-year-olds live in the county (should
we count the children of migrant farm workers
who move into the county in late May?), and
even some (though less) dispute about how
many children actually received a proper immu-
nization. Nevertheless, a rudimentary accounting
system should be able to certify, to most people’s
satisfaction, whether or not the target has been
achieved.
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Practice 4: Clarify Your Theoretical
Link between Target and Mission
Unfortunately, no performance target is precisely
the same as the organization’s mission. By achiev-
ing the target, the organization should further its
mission. Otherwise the leadership team would
not have chosen to focus on the related perfor-
mance deficit or have selected this as its next 
target. Still, the leaders need to make this con-
nection very clear. They need to define (for 
themselves individually, at least, and perhaps 
collectively) a mental model that explains how
meeting the target will help accomplish the 
mission.

In some circumstances, the causal connection
will be obvious. If a health department delivers
the proper measles immunization to a child, that
child’s probability of actually being immune to
measles, and thus healthier, is greater than 99
percent.16 The output of immunization is directly
connected to the outcome of a healthier child.
Moreover, the immunization process is relatively
simple and, if followed by certified personnel,
does not have a lot of defects; if a certified nurse
follows the standard operating procedures for
measles immunization, the immunization will
take. The theoretical linkage between achieving
the performance target and furthering the
agency’s mission is not theoretical at all. It has
been well established, very empirically. 

Unfortunately, most actions taken by most public
agencies are not connected this closely to their
mission. The causal link between the actions
taken by the agency to close its performance
deficit and the achievement of its mission may
be indirect, vague, poorly understood, or nonex-
istent. Consequently, the leaders of public agen-
cies cannot merely define a performance deficit,
select a performance target, and mobilize their
organization to achieve this target—all under the
(implicit) assumption that this will further its mis-
sion. These leaders need first to clarify explicitly
the nature of their theory that connects reaching
the target and furthering the mission. Then, once
they have reached the target, they need to check
to see whether this effort has, indeed, produced
some real improvement.
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Having created their performance framework, the
agency’s leaders must address a second question:
“How can we mobilize our people?” Having
created their performance target, the leaders
have to convince the people in the agency to
work intelligently and energetically to achieve
this target.

This effort to mobilize the resources of the organ-
ization is hardly mechanical. It, too, requires
leadership, but it does not require charisma.
Certainly, it would help if the leaders could walk
into an agency conference on a Friday afternoon
and so dazzle their staff that everyone leaves
determined to produce twice as much the next
week. Most leaders cannot do that. Instead, they
do a large number of mundane things that, col-
lectively, can have the same kind of gripping
impact on individual and organizational behavior.

Practice 5: Monitor and Report
Progress Frequently, Personally,
and Publicly
Again, this better practice is hardly mysterious.
The leaders of the organization have to track and
publish the performance data so that every team
knows that the leadership knows (and that every-
one else knows) how well every team is doing.17

This is the first step in motivating teams (and the
individuals on these teams) to achieve their per-
formance targets. The mechanism chosen to
monitor and report progress depends on both the
culture of the organization and the nature of the

performance targets. Still, whatever mechanism
the leaders choose, they need to ensure that it
provides several kinds of information.

First, this practice of monitoring and reporting
needs to dramatize that the organization’s leaders
are paying attention to its progress. The people in
any organization have an easy instrument for
determining what their leaders care about; they
measure how much time the leaders spend on
their various initiatives. If the leaders do not
spend time monitoring progress toward their per-
formance targets, the entire organization quickly 
realizes that the leaders do not really care.

After all, the leaders’ most valuable resource is
their own time. They can invent clever ways to
get around budgetary limits and regulatory con-
straints. But they face one eternal, immutable
constraint; like all other humans, they have only
168 hours in any week. They cannot squeeze
169 hours out of any week, save an hour from
one week to the next, or borrow an hour from 
a colleague or friend. Thus, the metaphor about
“spending time” is not a metaphor at all. It is
reality. People “spend” time just as they spend
money. Both are extremely valuable resources—
and time is scarcer than money.

Performance measurement is not performance
leadership. Performance measurement is a pas-
sive activity easily delegated to a few wonks in 
a back office. Performance leadership, however,
requires the ceaseless, active engagement of the
organization’s leaders.

Driving Performance Improvement
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If these leaders do not spend time monitoring
the organization’s performance targets, everyone
soon figures out that they are really not interested.
If, however, these leaders do spend the time nec-
essary to dramatize that they are carefully follow-
ing progress, many in the organization will begin
to take the performance targets—and their part in
achieving them—seriously.

Second, this practice of monitoring and reporting
needs to dramatize how well different teams or
individuals are contributing to the overall target. 

In many circumstances, effective reporting can 
be done on a single piece of paper. If the respon-
sibility for achieving the performance target is
allocated among various teams within the agency,
the single piece of paper need contain only two
columns: Column A lists all the teams that made
their target for the last month, last quarter, or last
year; Column B lists all the teams that did not
make their target. I call this “The List.”18

For example, if a state health department creates
a production target for immunizations—during the
fiscal year give 95 percent of the state’s one-year-
olds the first dose of the measles vaccine—it can
allocate this target among the counties. Each county
also has a production target: give 95 percent of
its one-year-olds the first dose of the measles 
vaccine. At the end of the year, the reporting
mechanism is quite simple: Column A lists every
county that made its 95 percent target; Column B
lists every county that did not make this target.19

One consequence of such a reporting system is
that it can motivate improved performance.

What will the members of each county team do
when this report arrives? First, they will look to
see whether their own county is in Column A or
B. Next, they will look to see whether the coun-
ties of their closest colleagues are in Column A 
or B. Finally, they will realize that their colleagues
are checking to see whether their own county is
in Column A or B. To motivate performance, a
reporting mechanism needs to provide everyone
with three essential pieces of information:20

• It needs to tell every individual how well his
or her team is doing in achieving its assigned
target.

• It needs to tell every individual how well
every other team is doing in achieving its
assigned target.

• It needs to tell every individual that everyone
else knows how well his or her team is doing
in achieving its assigned target.

The performance target could be allocated
among individuals rather than teams. Teams,
however, have several obvious advantages. The
performance of most organizations depends on
cooperation among individuals (otherwise, we
would not need the organization). And to foster
such cooperation, leaders need to both select 
and assign targets to teams. In fact, they ought 
to create targets that can be assigned to teams.21

Whether the targets are allocated among teams or
individuals, however, everyone in the organiza-
tion must be part of a personal or collective unit
with responsibility for achieving a specified target. 
And every individual must get the three pieces 
of information about progress toward all of these
targets, be they for individuals or for teams. 

The leader of each team, naturally, faces an extra
burden and thus extra pressure, but the three
pieces of information should be made available
to everyone in the organization. After all, every-
one wants to be a winner. Everyone wants to be
in Column A. No one wants to be in Column B.
Consequently, if they have an opportunity to
move themselves from Column B to Column A,
they may try to do so. And if they see some of
their colleagues in Column A—teams composed
of individuals who, they believe, are neither
smarter nor more talented—making their targets,
their own ego may drive them to do what is nec-
essary to get themselves listed in Column A. 

This is competition, but not of the conventional
sort. When we think of the concept of competi-
tion, we typically (if only implicitly) think about
athletics. At the end of the season, one team is
the winner and all of the other teams are losers.
Traditional competition is a zero-sum game. But
the kind of competition created by The List does
not necessarily have only one winner. In fact,
every team can be a winner because every team
can achieve its own target. These teams are not
competing against each other. Each team com-
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petes against its own goal, and if it achieves its
goal, it moves to Column A—it becomes a win-
ner. Every team can be a winner (or a loser); its
success is not limited by the successes of other
teams.

I call this “friendly competition.”22 It is still com-
petition. Some teams can win; some teams can
lose. But neither the number of winners nor the
number of losers is predetermined before the
competition begins. Because everyone has the
opportunity to be a winner, the competition
need not be cutthroat.23 Teams that share their
secrets with their colleagues are not penalized.
This is the difference between competition
against each other and competition against a
goal. The latter is friendly competition.24

Competition motivates. This belief is a funda-
mental component of the American ideology.
But what exactly does it motivate? It does not
necessarily motivate people to win. It can moti-
vate people to simply quit. Competition will
motivate people to strive to win only if they
believe they have a real chance to win. If the
members of a team conclude that their chances
of winning are, effectively, zero, the competition
will hardly motivate them to ratchet up perform-
ance. Friendly competition can motivate every-
one because it gives every team—and thus
everyone—a chance to win.25

Practice 6: Build Operational
Capacity
Of course, no team can win unless the organiza-
tion’s leaders provide their teams with whatever
they need to achieve their targets. W. Edwards
Deming did not like goals or, as he often called
them, “quotas.” One of his reasons was that he
believed most organizations set goals for individ-
uals or teams but failed to provide them with the
operational capacity to achieve the goals. “I have
yet to see a quota that includes any trace of a
system by which to help anyone to do a better
job,” wrote Deming. Personal “goals are neces-
sary” and people should set them for themselves,
he argued; “but numerical goals set for other
people, without a road map to reach the goal,
have effects opposite to the effects sought.”26

Deming was, admittedly, talking about “numeri-
cal quotas for hourly workers,” the classical
“work standards” of scientific management.27

Nevertheless, Deming’s general point still applies.
If the leaders of an organization wish to improve
performance, they cannot just assign targets to
individuals or teams. They have to provide every-
one in the organization with the “system,” the
“road map”—whatever it takes to create the oper-
ational capacity necessary to achieve the targets.

This operational capacity might include money
and other resources, people and training, tech-
nology and production systems, the cooperation
of essential partners, and a road map of tactics
and strategies that help teams achieve their tar-
gets. Leaders cannot simply demand improved
performance. They cannot simply set new,
demanding performance targets. The organiza-
tion’s leadership has to give teams the capabili-
ties necessary for achieving these targets.

Practice 7: Take Advantage of
Small Wins to Reward Success
Having established a performance target, the
agency’s leaders need to dramatize that they 
recognize and appreciate what teams (and the
individuals on those teams) have accomplished.
And although moving a team from Column B to
Column A on a widely distributed piece of paper
(or the home page on the agency’s intranet) is
itself a reward, the leaders can do more. When 
a team achieves its annual target—or even makes
significant quarterly progress toward it—effective
leaders understand how to celebrate the success.
Some accomplishments warrant the simple recog-
nition of a sincere thank you. Other triumphs
require the leaders to kill the fatted calf. The
magnitude of the ceremony should match the
significance of the victory.

In public agencies, celebrating successes is under-
valued.28 So is saying “thank you.” There can be
a danger in over-celebrating a minor achievement.
In most organizations, however, the more com-
mon mistake is to under-acknowledge achieve-
ments of all sizes. Most public executives do 
not say thank you enough. As William James
once wrote: “I now perceive one immense omis-
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sion in my Psychology, — the deepest principle
of Human Nature is the craving to be appreci-
ated, and I left it out altogether from the book,
because I never had it gratified till now.”29

To foster an environment in which successes will
be celebrated more frequently, an agency’s lead-
ers can create more milestones. Do not just cre-
ate a performance target for the year. Break that
target down into quarterly and monthly targets.
And when a team has an important breakthrough,
the agency’s leaders need to find a way to signal,
both to this team and to everyone else through-
out the agency, that this group of individuals has
done something truly worthwhile.

This is Karl Weick’s “strategy of small wins.”30

Do not try to solve the problems of the world by
establishing one cosmic performance target. Do
not try to bring about international peace and
harmony by the end of the fiscal year. Instead,
create performance targets that move the organi-
zation closer to achieving its mission. “Pick a
winner,” advocates Robert Schaffer.31 Create per-
formance targets that give the people in the
organization the opportunity to win—to achieve
something that they (and those whose opinions
they value) recognize as consequential. Then the
agency’s leaders have to create a vehicle for mak-
ing sure that the team’s members (and, again,
those whose opinions they value) understand
that the leaders recognize the significance of the
achievement.32

This addiction strategy is really quite simple.
Create performance targets that people can hit.
Get them hooked on success. Give them an
opportunity to earn the adrenaline rush that
comes from accomplishing something worth-
while, and then give them the challenge of
accomplishing even more. 

This is why I describe this leadership approach
as a way to ratchet up performance. Each small
win creates not just a sense of accomplishment
but also a new and higher plateau—a new base-
line from which future performance must be
compared.

Practice 8: Create “Esteem
Opportunities”
Rewarding success is one way to ensure that the
members of high-performing teams can earn a
sense of accomplishment and thus gain both 
self-esteem and the esteem of their peers. And 
the opportunity to earn such esteem can be an
important motivational strategy for any organiza-
tion’s leaders.

After all, once people have satisfied their three
most basic needs on Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy,
they come to the “esteem needs”—the needs “for
self-respect, or self-esteem, and for the esteem of
others.” These needs, Maslow argues, must be
“soundly based upon real capacity, achievement,
and respect from others.” Thus, the need for
esteem includes the desire “for achievement, 
for adequacy, for confidence in the face of the
world.” But it also includes “the desire for repu-
tation or prestige (defining it as respect or esteem
from other people), recognition, attention,
importance or appreciation.”33

The leaders of a public agency can contribute to
the esteem needs of their organization’s employees
and collaborators. The leaders can give people
an opportunity to take pride in a real achieve-
ment. They can give people an opportunity to
gain a reputation for real achievement. Moreover,
in doing so, the agency’s leaders can contribute
to their organization’s ability to do even more.
For, writes Maslow, “satisfaction of the self-
esteem need leads to feelings of self-confidence,
worth, strength, capability and adequacy of
being useful and necessary in the world.”34

The strategy of small wins creates successes that
can convince people that they possess the abil-
ity to achieve even bigger wins. Thus, one of
the better practices that the leaders of public
agencies can employ to ratchet up performance
is to create opportunities for individuals to earn
this esteem—both self-esteem and the esteem 
of others.

The List—the two columns of teams that did and
did not achieve their targets—might be described
as an effort to create peer pressure. But the phrase
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“peer pressure” has come to mean (both in the
vernacular and in the psychological literature) 
the coercion that groups place on individual
members to engage in some kind of antisocial 
or pathological behavior. Most commonly, the
phrase “peer pressure” refers to the efforts of
teenagers to convince their socially responsible
peers to participate in the three evils of contem-
porary culture: sex, drugs, and rock & roll.

To distinguish this better practice from the cor-
rupting influence normally associated with peer
pressure, I am experimenting with the label
“esteem opportunities.” Leaders create esteem
opportunities for the people in their organization
by giving them a chance to shine. To do so, the
leaders have to create two opportunities. First,
they have to give people a chance to accomplish
something worthwhile. Second, they have to 
give people a chance to be recognized for the
accomplishment, particularly by colleagues,
friends, and others whose esteem they value. 
By setting performance targets, the leaders give
people the opportunity to do something useful
and important. By saying thank you and hosting
celebrations, these leaders recognize people’s
achievements.

Leaders have many ways to recognize accom-
plishment and thus to generate esteem. The List
is one. Saying thank you and hosting ceremonies
are others. But how can the leadership team sig-
nal that a team has done exceptionally well? If
every team has the opportunity to “win,” and if a
team can earn only two rankings—the success of
Column A or the failure of Column B—how can
the leaders create extra esteem for those whose
performance warrants special recognition?

One practice (that I have seen employed in a
variety of public organizations) is to ask the head
of a particularly successful team: “Would you
please come back to next month’s meeting and
tell us how you did it?” In doing so, the organi-
zation’s leaders thereby reward the team’s head
by giving him or her an esteem opportunity. At
the same time, they have rewarded this individ-
ual by giving him or her more work. For now,
this team leader must (1) keep up team perform-
ance during the coming month so as not to be

embarrassed by having to explain why the team
regressed, and (2) devote additional time to
preparing a coherent presentation to somehow
explain the team’s success. Still, the message will
be clear. Everyone will get it. This team has been
asked to report on its strategy, tactics, and processes
precisely because it is a high-performing team.

This esteem opportunity need not be limited to
the head of the team. The agency’s leaders could
also ask: “Would you please bring your team to
next month’s meeting and tell us how you all
did it?” Like saying thank you, esteem opportuni-
ties are not a scare resource that can be awarded
to just a few elites. They can be created for mul-
tiple individuals and teams throughout the
organization.

Moreover, this kind of esteem opportunity pro-
vides for technology transfer, and thus helps to
build operational capacity. It gives those on the
less successful teams—and often those on the
more successful teams, too—the chance to learn
new strategies, tactics, and processes. Although
the explanations offered by some team members
may not be as articulate or clear as ones that the
agency’s leaders might produce, such imperfect
explanations come with one added advantage.
Those listening to a convoluted explanation of
what everyone accepts to be a significant success
can easily conclude: “They aren’t so smart. If they
can do it, we certainly can do it, too.”
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Achieving a performance target, however, is not
enough. Once a public agency has made its first
performance target, it cannot stop. The leaders of
the organization have to address a third question:
“How must we change to do even better?” 

To answer this question, they have to answer 
several others: “How has our performance deficit
changed?” “What is our performance deficit now?”
“Have we reduced our deficit but not enough, 
so that we need to concentrate on reducing it
even more?” “Or have we eliminated it—or, at
least, reduced it to such a small level—so that
we ought to concentrate on a bigger and more
significant performance deficit?” And finally:
“What should be our new performance target?”
To answer these questions, the leaders of public
organizations need data and analysis.

The organization’s leaders can make such adjust-
ments at any time; but they certainly ought to
think carefully about their targets before the begin-
ning of the next fiscal year. Then, once they have
created their new performance target for the next
year, next quarter, next month, or next week, they
have to figure out how to mobilize the people in
their organization and their collaborators to achieve
this new, more demanding level of performance:
“What operational capacity do we need to achieve
this new target?” “How can we monitor and report
progress so as to create friendly competition?” “How
should we reward success, and how can we create
esteem opportunities?”

To answer such questions, the agency’s leaders
need to examine carefully what they have accom-
plished and why: “Does our theory about causal
links between targets and mission still hold? Or
must we revise it?” “What can we learn from our
past successes and failures, and how can we
apply these lessons to ratchet up performance
even further?” Like everyone else in the organiza-
tion, the leaders are hooked. Having achieved a
significant success, they know people are expect-
ing even more. They have to ask: “How do we
ratchet performance up again?”

Practice 9: Check for Distortions
and Mission Accomplishment
Unfortunately, achieving the performance target
does not guarantee that the organization achieves
its mission. Achieving the target does not even
guarantee that the organization has helped to
accomplish its mission. Thus, the leaders of the
organization need to verify that people are pursu-
ing their targets in ways that do, indeed, further
the mission (not in ways that either fail to help or
even undermine the effort). They need to check
for a variety of distortions in which achieving the
target may not have contributed significantly to
accomplishing the mission.

After all, the leader’s theoretical link between 
target and mission may not be perfect. Indeed,
this link may not even exist. It is always difficult,
in any organization, to predict cause-and-effect 
relationships—to understand the complex inter-

Learning to Enhance Performance
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actions that are going on inside the organiza-
tional black box. The organization’s leaders can
take specific actions based on the perfectly rea-
sonable prediction (derived from established the-
ory or personal experience) that it will create
behavior that will then produce the results they
desire—or, at least, something close to these
results—only to discover that actual conse-
quences of these actions are quite different. They
have no guarantee that the mental model they
used to create their theoretical link between target
and mission is correct, or even close to correct.

The leaders need to check carefully to be sure
that the agency has, by achieving its performance
target, indeed helped further its true purpose.
Did their organizational black box respond as
they predicted? If their theoretical link does not
appear to work as they predicted, they have to
figure out why.

The target could have encouraged perverse
behavior. Mason Haire’s oft-quoted observation,
“What gets measured gets done,” is very specific.
If an organization measures progress toward a
performance target, people will do things that
help achieve that target. Haire, however, makes
no guarantee that they will do things that help
further the organization’s mission. People will
focus their efforts not on the difficult-to-accom-
plish mission but on the easy-to-measure targets.
Consequently, if the leaders have chosen the
wrong targets—if they have chosen the wrong
thing to measure—they will distort the behavior
of people within the organization in such a way
as to hit the targets but contribute little or noth-
ing to the mission.

This can be true even if everyone in the organiza-
tion is purely dedicated to the mission. Their
behavior will be influenced by the visibility of
the target, by the periodic monitoring and report-
ing, and by the recognition and esteem that
come from hitting interim and final targets. (This
is one reason why the leadership needs to con-
tinue to emphasize not only the specific targets
but also the overall mission.)

Moreover, if people in the agency feel too much
pressure to achieve their targets, they will begin
to cheat. As the 20th-century American philoso-

pher William Claude Dukenfield (a.k.a. W. C.
Fields) once observed, “A thing worth having is
a thing worth cheating for.”35 And, just as the
19th-century American philosopher George
Washington Plunkitt distinguished between dis-
honest graft (which was illegal) and honest graft
(which was perfectly legal, though everyone
knew it was graft),36 I want to distinguish
between two types of cheating: honest cheating
and dishonest cheating.37

Dishonest cheating is illegal. You can go to jail
for it (though you may only lose your job). In
recent years, in response to the pressure to
improve student test scores, some educators have
engaged in dishonest cheating. After an exam,
some teachers have driven up individual student
scores, and thus school scores, by erasing wrong
answers and replacing them with correct answers.
Some district officials have driven up district
scores by doctoring the data that they report.
And, of course, during a test, a teacher can help
improve an individual student’s score by leaning
over and saying, “Johnny, you might want to
recheck your answer to question five.”38

Honest cheating, however, is perfectly legal. 
Yet, we think of it as cheating. Honest cheating
involves focusing strictly on achieving the target
while ignoring the mission. Honest cheaters 
do not care about the mission, only about the
target (and its associated rewards). Of course, by
emphasizing the importance of the target—and
by rewarding teams that reach their targets—the
organization’s leaders are simultaneously encour-
aging this honest cheating. They should not be
surprised that people and teams, in their rush to
achieve their performance targets, will tend to
neglect (or even subvert) the mission.

In education, honest cheating is called “teaching
to the test.” It is perfectly legal to teach to the
test. Indeed, in many ways, we want our teachers
to do so; we want them to help their students
learn the knowledge and capabilities necessary 
to pass the test. At the same time, we do not
want teachers to devote so much effort to teach-
ing their students precisely what will be tested in
the annual, standardized exam that they fail to
cover other kinds of knowledge and capabilities
that are important but will not, and perhaps 
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cannot, be on the standardized test. As one 
education expert often notes, “The challenge in
educational testing is designing a test worth
teaching to.”

The same is true for other performance targets.
The challenge of performance leadership is to
create a target that we really want people to
achieve—a target that it would be worth cheat-
ing honestly to achieve. The leaders of a public
agency need to establish a performance target
such that when people adjust their behavior to
achieve it, they are simultaneously adjusting
their behavior in ways that further the agency’s
mission.

Practice 10: Analyze a Large 
Number and a Wide Variety of 
Indicators
The leaders of the organization need to learn not
only whether they have created any distortions,
whether their agency has engaged in any cheat-
ing, and whether their agency is making progress
toward achieving its mission. Regardless of how
well the agency has done, they also need to
learn how to improve. For all of these purposes,
the leaders need to examine many forms of
data—both quantitative and qualitative. 

Some of this learning will be quantitatively
sophisticated. After all, doing a conscientious
evaluation of a public agency’s impact is a
complex undertaking. It requires a sophisticated
analysis of a multitude of potential influences 
as well as some subtle judgments about how to
measure progress toward the mission.39 It also
requires a lot of very clean, quantitative data.40

Some of this learning, however, will rely on data
that are significantly less quantitative and signifi-
cantly less verifiable. It will come in the form 
of anecdotes and casual observations that may,
however, be no less helpful. Particularly when
the challenge is to uncover distortions and to
develop ways to improve for next year, the orga-
nization’s leaders may find that examining such
qualitative data analytically (though not mathe-
matically) can be of significant help.

The leaders can employ quantitative analysis to
determine whether their agency is accomplishing
its mission. But what they really want to know is
whether they are moving their organization in the
proper direction. A public agency’s leaders need
not seek to determine whether they have achieved
their mission, for they never will. Instead, they
need to learn whether or not they have done a
better job recently. They need to learn whether or
not their performance strategy is truly furthering
their mission.

Once they are convinced that they are making
progress, the leaders have to determine why:
What are the things that they have done that
have contributed significantly to their progress? 
It would be nice to be able to use quantitative
analysis to answer this question—to determine
precisely what actions contributed most to their
progress. Their organization’s data set, unfortu-
nately, will rarely be robust enough to answer
this question. But, then, the leaders do not need
to determine the best practice. They need to
uncover only a better practice—or two. Then
they can employ these better practices in a way
that ratchets up performance some more.

Thus, the analytical task of determining what has
worked, what has not worked, and what needs to
be done to improve performance requires exam-
ining a diversity of indicators. Some indicators
will be found in formal data sets collected by 
the agency or by other organizations. Additional
indicators will be found in careful, if serendipitous,
observations in the reports from the heads of 
successful teams about how (they think) they
achieved their targets, and in the complaints
about inadequate resources, perverse incentives,
or distortions.

Practice 11: Adjust Mission,
Target, Theory, Monitoring and
Reporting, Operational Capacity,
Rewards, Esteem Opportunities,
and/or Analysis
The learning that results from checking for distor-
tions, from evaluating mission accomplishment,
and from analyzing numerous indicators, itself,
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accomplishes very little. The leaders of the
agency need to act on this learning, making the
modifications necessary to ratchet performance
up another notch.

The leaders may change any of the key compo-
nents of their performance strategy—creating a
new performance target, modifying how they
monitor and report performance, reallocating
resources, creating new operational capacity,
revising rewards, inventing new esteem opportuni-
ties, or adjusting how they conduct their analyses.
They might even decide to modify their mission.
If they have significantly improved their opera-
tional capacity, they might extend their agency’s
operating mandate to include other authorized
(but underemphasized) purposes.41 Or, on discov-
ering that they lack some key capability—be that
essential funding or cooperative collaborators—
they might contract their ambitions.
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Thus, the cycle begins all over again. But I do
not think of this as a neatly drawn, annual circle,
containing 11 boxes with 11 (unidirectional)
arrows connecting Box N to Box N+1 (and, at
the end, Box 11 to Box 1). Rather, my opera-
tional diagram is quite messy.42 After all, if the
leaders of a public agency learn something in
month three, rather than waiting until the end 
of the year to make the implied change, they will
make the change immediately. Indeed, if they 
are truly trying to ratchet up performance, they
are constantly making changes.43

Thus, this approach to performance leadership 
is a treadmill—a treadmill for the organization’s
leaders, for its employees, and for its collabora-
tors. And once they jump on the treadmill, they
cannot get off. They have to keep running—with
the success on one lap requiring even more 
success on the next. 

Business executives are accustomed to this tread-
mill. Shareholders do not say, “Because you did
such a good job this year, you can take next year
off.” Instead, this year’s performance becomes
the baseline for measuring next year’s accom-
plishments. In business, the expectations of the
investors create the performance treadmill. Every
year, the investors demand that a firm ratchet up
its performance.

Although these 11 better practices reflect obser-
vations of public-sector organizations and are
designed specifically for them, they can help any
organization—public, private, or nonprofit—
ratchet up performance. The leaders of a public-
sector organization are not, however, required to
jump on the performance treadmill. After all,
they have a lot of other responsibilities. Citizens
are not single-minded in demanding that this
year’s performance become the baseline for next
year’s improvements. They are at least as focused
on demanding that the leaders of public agen-
cies deploy their financial assets precisely as pre-
scribed by legislation and that they treat citizens,
employees and applicants, vendors and bidders
very, very fairly. These demands are enough to
keep any self-respecting public manager quite
busy. Why not focus on meeting the accountabil-
ity demands for finances and fairness, and leave
the demands for improving performance to a 
successor?44

If, however, the leaders of a public agency do
wish to ratchet up performance—if they choose
to jump on the performance treadmill—these 11
better practices offer one approach that they can
employ to exercise performance leadership.

The Performance Treadmill
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1. I make a clear distinction between “perform-
ance systems” and “performance management.” A per-
formance system is a government-wide effort. One kind
of performance system is performance measurement;
another is performance budgeting. It is a system just like
a procurement system or a personnel system. Like any
system, it requires public agencies to follow rules and
regulations, to publish annual reports, and to leave paper
trails that permit others to audit compliance with these
rules and regulations. The Government Performance and
Results Act is one such system.

Performance management is not a system.
Performance management is more than performance
measurement. To me, performance management is the
active, conscious efforts of the leadership of a public
agency to produce more, or better, or more consequen-
tial results that citizens value. In both the academic and
political worlds, however, the phrase “performance 
management” is commonly used to mean a mere per-
formance system. Thus, to emphasize my distinction, 
I will use the contrasting labels of (1) performance 
systems, and (2) performance leadership.

Are CompStat and CitiStat performance sys-
tems? They are certainly government-wide (or, at least,
agency-wide) efforts to require different units to do spe-
cific things. But, the public leaders who created these
efforts hardly thought of them as systems that, once 
created, would continue to function on automatic pilot.
Instead, Commissioner William Bratton of the New 
York Police Department and Mayor Martin O’Malley of
Baltimore both recognized that to make their approach
work to improve performance required the constant
attention of top leadership. If the top leaders of the
department or the city stop going to the meetings, the
system will have no impact on the behavior of the 
managers at the next level.

2. Robert D. Behn, “Creating Leadership Capacity
for the Twenty-First Century: Not Another Technical Fix,”
in John D. Donahue and Joseph S. Nye, Jr. (eds.), For the
People: Can We Fix Public Service? (Washington, D.C.:
The Brookings Institution, 2003), pp. 191–224.

3. There are, of course, many definitions of 
“the new public management.” For mine, see Robert D.
Behn, Rethinking Democratic Accountability
(Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 2001),
chapter 2, “Performance and the New Public
Management,” pp. 22–39.

4. Donald F. Kettl, “The Global Revolution in
Public Management: Driving Themes, Missing Links,”
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, Vol. 16,
No. 3 (Summer 1997), pp. 447–448.

5. The Report of the National Commission on 
the Public Service, Leadership for America, Rebuilding
the Public Service (Washington, D.C.: The National
Commission on the Public Service, 1999), pp. 42–44.
Task Force Reports to the National Commission on 
the Public Service, Leadership for America, Rebuilding
the Public Service (Washington, D.C.: The National
Commission on the Public Service, 1999), pp. 140–
146, 150.

6. The following does not reflect the personality-
trait school of leadership. Instead of examining the 
individual attributes and virtues that may convert an 
individual into a leader, I am focusing on the leadership
activities and actions that can help public managers
improve the performance of their agencies.

7. Eugene Bardach, Getting Agencies to Work
Together: The Practice and Theory of Managerial
Craftsmanship (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings
Institution, 1998), pp. 35–41.
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8. A note to legislators, budget officers, and other
overhead regulators: Please do not attempt to impose
this “approach” on all of the departments, agencies, and
bureaus within your jurisdiction by requiring them to
jump through 11 more hoops. Please do not demand
that they file an 11-chapter annual report explaining in
detail how they followed each of the 11 practices. If you
really want to improve the performance of particular
agencies, help the managers become leaders by provid-
ing them with opportunities to learn how to use these 
11 (and other) leadership practices.

9. Those that I have investigated in some detail
include the Massachusetts Department of Public
Welfare, the Massachusetts Department of Revenue, 
the New York City Bureau of Motor Equipment, the
Washington Department of Labor and Industries, and
Homestead Air Force Base. These investigations include
not only the traditional after-the-fact interviews with key
individuals at multiple levels in the organization, but
also, for many of these organizations, in-process observa-
tions of the leaders in action at internal meetings and
other settings.

10. For example, much has been written about the
CompStat strategy for improving the performance of the
New York City Police Department (and the police
departments of other cities):

• William Bratton with Peter Knobler,
Turnaround: How America’s Top Cop Reversed
the Crime Epidemic (New York: Random
House, 1998).

• James Lardner, “The C.E.O. Cop,” The New
Yorker (February 6, 1995), pp. 45–46, 51–57.

• Jack Maple with Chris Mitchell, The Crime
Fighter: How You Can Make Your Community
Crime-Free (New York: Doubleday, 1999).

• Paul E. O’Connell, Using Performance Data for
Accountability: The New York City Police
Department’s CompStat Model of Police
Management (Washington, D.C.: The IBM Center
for The Business of Government, August 2001).

• Eli B. Silverman, NYPD Battles Crime:
Innovative Strategies in Policing (Boston:
Northeastern University Press, 2001).

• Chris Smith, “The NYPD Guru,” New York
(April 1, 1996), pp. 29–34.

• Dennis C. Smith and William J. Bratton,
“Performance Management in New York City:
CompStat and the Revolution in Police
Management,” in Quicker, Better, Cheaper?
Managing Performance in American
Government, Dall Forsythe (ed.), (Albany:
Rockefeller Institute Press, 2001).

For another example of performance leadership,
see Burton Rosenthal, “Lead Poisoning (A),” C14-75-123.0,
and “Lead Poisoning (B),” C14-75-124.0 (John F. Kennedy
School of Government, Harvard University, 1975).

11. I apologize for having 11 practices; the original
version of this list had an even six practices. (See Robert
D. Behn, Leadership Counts: Lessons for Public
Managers from the Massachusetts Welfare, Training, and
Employment Program (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1991), chapter four, “Managing for
Performance,” pp. 49–82.) Indeed, when producing a list
of almost anything, it is incumbent upon the list pro-
ducer to edit the elements so that they number 10 or 12,
or perhaps five, six, or eight. Lists of seven or nine or 13
have been traditionally inadmissible. David Letterman
never reads a top-11 list.

Nevertheless, as I have attempted to observe
and define some better practices for performance man-
agement, I have been unable to justify cutting the list to
10 or to warrant expanding it to 12. I put each item on
this list because I wanted to emphasize it. For example, 
I could have combined Practice 9 (Check for cheating,
distortions, and mission accomplishment) with Practice
10 (Analyze a large number and a wide variety of indi-
cators). After all, Practice 10 is how you do Practice 9.
But I wanted to make both of these activities stand out.
Similarly, Practice 3 (Establish a performance target) is
hardly more than an obvious extension of Practice 2
(Identify the organization’s most consequential perform-
ance deficit). Yet, again, I wanted to distinguish the two
actions and emphasize the importance of both; thus I
gave them separate numbers.

Nevertheless, it would be nice to add one item
(but not two) to create a list containing an even dozen
practices, thus eliminating the dissonance that readers
will feel when confronted with an oddball list of 11. Any
suggestions?

12. For a discussion of “management by groping
along,” see Robert D. Behn, “Management by Groping
Along,” The Journal of Policy Analysis and Management,
Vol. 7, No. 4 (Fall 1988), pp. 643–663; and Behn,
Leadership Counts, chapter seven, “Management by
Groping Along,” pp. 127–150.

13. See Behn, Leadership Counts, p. 127.
14. Scott Adams, The Dilbert Principle: A

Cubicle’s-Eye View of Bosses, Meetings, Management
Fads & Other Workplace Afflictions (New York:
HarperBusiness, 1996), p. 36.

15. This argument depends, of course, on my defi-
nition of outputs and outcomes. Many people use these
two words as if their distinction were self-obvious, at
least at the abstract level. When faced with a specific
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public agency with a particular set of responsibilities,
however, people will not necessarily define the agency’s
output or outcome in the same way. My definition of an
output is what the agency itself produces—what it puts
out the door.

For a school system, the output is students with
diplomas, knowledge, and skills. But, of course, the 
outcome arrives only many years later when the school
system’s students have become adults. The outcome to
which we citizens want a school system to contribute is
that its graduates grow up to be productive employees
and responsible citizens. Obviously, numerous societal
influences affect what a community’s children become
when they grow up; the school system is only one such
influence.

For a health department, the output might be
the children immunized against measles and the adults
tested for hypertension. But, of course, the outcome that
we care about is the health of people in the community.
And a county health department cannot control the
behavior of adults who have dangerously high blood
pressure even if it gives these adults the latest warnings
and advice in the most persuasive of ways. Similarly, 
the department cannot even ensure that all of the com-
munity’s parents will respond to its immunization
announcements and warnings and get their children
immunized (though requiring immunization for school
attendance can help).

The leaders of a public agency can broaden the
boundaries of their organization by recruiting collaborators
to contribute to their outputs. A school superintendent
can convince parents and civic leaders to take responsi-
bility for contributing to the education of the district’s
students. A county health officer can recruit others to
help convince adults with hypertension that they should
eat differently and exercise more or to help convince
parents to get their children immunized. Such entrepre-
neurship broadens the operational boundary of the
“organization” and thus helps to create better outputs—
and, we assume and hope, better outcomes. Still, even
the most creative public managers cannot completely
control (what I define as) the outcomes. Society simply
comes with too many other influences.

16. “Studies indicate that more than 99 percent of
persons who receive two doses of measles vaccine (with
the first dose administered no earlier than the first birth-
day) develop serologic evidence of measles immunity.”
William L. Atkinson, Charles Wolfe, Sharon G.
Humiston, Rick Nelson (eds.), Epidemiology and
Prevention of Vaccine-Preventable Diseases, 7th edition

(Atlanta, Ga.: The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2002), p. 104.

17. Here I assume that responsibility for achieving
the agency’s performance target will be divided among
several teams rather than individuals. If the target was 
to immunize 99.5 percent of the children in a county
against measles, the county could be divided into dis-
tricts; then a team could be assigned to each district and
given its own target. If the target was to introduce a new
computer system, that task could be broken down into
subtasks; different teams could be assigned to complete
each such subtask. Of course, these targets or tasks could
be assigned to individuals rather than teams.

18. Robert D. Behn, “On the motivational impact
of: The List,” Bob Behn’s Public Management Report,
Vol. 1, No. 2 (October 2003): http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/
TheBehnReport/October2003.pdf.

19. The creation of Column B can be considered
an effort to shame those who failed to make their targets.
Thus, being listed in Column B can be considered a 
punishment. But if the original targets were fair, if other
teams made their (equally demanding) targets, and if the
teams listed in Column B were not arbitrarily prevented
from making their targets (and thus moving to Column
A), the shame or punishment is self-inflicted.

Of course, The List needs to contain only
Column A. Column B can be left off. But will the shame
or punishment be any less? After all, everyone who sees
Column A can immediately calculate who is in the
missing Column B.

Note that for some people in some circum-
stances, shaming may be an effective motivational 
strategy. For example, King and Mathers report that
“rewards, recognition, and the avoidance of negative
publicity and sanctions are important to upwardly
mobile [school] principals.” Richard A. King and Judith
K. Mathers, “Improving Schools Through Performance-
Based Accountability and Financial Rewards,” Journal 
of Education Finance, Vol. 23 (Fall 1997), p. 175.

20. For an example of how the leader of one public
agency used a single piece of paper to convey these
three pieces of information, see Behn, Leadership
Counts, pp. 70–73. For an example of how the leader of
a quite different public organization used billboards to
convey the same three pieces of information, see Robert
D. Behn, “Homestead Air Force Base” and “Homestead
Air Force Base: Sequel.”

21. I am grateful to Frederick Thompson for not 
letting me forget this point. Personal communication,
October 23, 2003.
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22. Robert D. Behn, “On the characteristics of:
Friendly Competition,” Bob Behn’s Public Management
Report, Vol. 1, No. 3 (November 2003):
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/
November2003.pdf.

23. Several years ago, while visiting the campus 
of Johns Hopkins University at the beginning of the fall
semester, I picked up a copy of the first issue of the 
student newspaper, which, as a courtesy to freshmen,
included a glossary of key university slang. And perhaps
the most valuable service contained in this list was an
explanation of the practice of “throating.” Many under-
graduates have chosen to attend Johns Hopkins as a
pathway to medical school. Of course, each medical
school admits only a fixed number of Johns Hopkins
graduates. Consequently, this is a fixed-sum game. For
every Johns Hopkins undergraduate who is admitted to
the medical school at Harvard, Duke, or the University
of San Francisco, one other student is not. So the premed
undergraduates see themselves in very unfriendly com-
petition with each other. In fact, some see it to be in their
direct interest to sabotage the laboratory experiments of
their colleagues. This is “throating.”

24. For an example of friendly competition, see
Behn, “Homestead Air Force Base” and “Homestead Air
Force Base: Sequel.”

25. Note that different people can have different def-
initions of winning. For example, Peter Vaill observes that,
even for a sports team, it is not easy to define winning:

A former college basketball coach
once told me that one of the coach’s
key problems is to get all the players
to define “winning” in the same way.
For some, winning can mean always
being willing to play hurt; for others, it
can mean never playing hurt. Where
one player may believe in starting fast
and hanging on, another will take it
easy early in the game and go all out
at the end. For one, each game can be
an individual freestanding challenge;
for another, the challenge is a series of
games, or even a whole season. Some
players regard all opponents equally;
for others, some opponents are much
more important than other opponents,
and winning against one of the others
isn’t really “winning.”
As Grady Little, former manager of the Boston

Red Sox, observed, “You’ve got to win the World Series
in Boston before it’s considered winning.” Gordon Edes,

“Little unsure he wants job,” The Boston Globe, October
23, 2003, p. C4.

Yet if “the definition of winning is open” for a
sports team, how unsettled is the definition of win-
ning—the definition of success—for a public agency?
This is why setting the performance target is a responsi-
bility of the organization’s leadership. Without an
explicit performance target—for the entire organization
and for individual teams—each individual and unit can
define winning in his, her, or its own way. This definition
of winning can reflect the particular role these people
have in the organization—a role that they (of necessity
must) believe is important. It can reflect their own inter-
pretation of the organization’s mission. Or it can reflect
simply the idiosyncrasies of personality or history.

If the organization’s leaders want the employees
and collaborators of the organization to strive to achieve
the same purpose, they need to set an explicit perform-
ance target that defines what winning is. They need to
get everyone using the same definition of winning.
Leadership, Vaill writes, is “getting everybody on the
same wave length regarding what winning is going to
mean for the team and keeping them there.” This is
because, he continues, what an organization “thinks
winning is drives action on a minute-to-minute basis.”
Peter B. Vaill, Managing as a Performing Art: New Ideas
for a World of Chaotic Change (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 1991), pp. 50, 51.

26. W. Edwards Deming, Out of the Crisis
(Cambridge, Mass.: Center for Advanced Engineering
Study, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1982,
1986), pp. 69, 71. Deming denounces both “numerical
quotas for the work force” (pp. 70–75) and “numerical
goals for people in management” (pp. 75–77).
“Management by numerical goal is an attempt to man-
age without knowledge of what to do, and in fact is 
usually management by fear” (p. 76). Clearly, one of 
the essential components of operational capacity is the
knowledge of what to do.

27. Deming, Out of the Crisis, p. 70.
28. Tom Peters is, perhaps, the biggest advocate 

for celebrating successes. Yet, he does confess that “no
short-term cost/benefit analysis will provide justification”
for such celebrations. And here, Peters is talking about
the private sector. Instead, he argues that “you simply
must believe in people and believe that people like to be
around one another and share one another’s successes.”
Tom Peters and Nancy Austin, A Passion for Excellence:
The Leadership Difference (New York: Random House,
1985), p. 260.
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29. William James, The Letters of William James,
Henry James (ed.), (Boston: The Atlantic Monthly Press,
1920), p. 33. (The italics is in the original.) The book on
Psychology to which he refers is: William James, The
Principles of Psychology (New York: H. Holt, 1890).

30. Karl E. Weick, “Small Wins: Redefining the
Scale of Social Problems,” American Psychologist, Vol.
39, No. 1 (January 1984), pp. 40–49.

31. Robert H. Schaffer, The Breakthrough 
Strategy: Using Short-Term Successes to Build the 
High Performance Organization (New York: Harper
Business, 1988), p. 74.

32. Note that I have focused on rewards for suc-
cess, not punishments for failure. Punishment might
motivate people to do better; but that is not the only
response punishment can motivate. Punishment might
be an effective motivator for conscripts. After all, they
have few alternatives. But if people are volunteers, pun-
ishment can simply motivate them to quit. And most of
the employees of a public agency—and most of its col-
laborators—are volunteers. They don’t have to work for
the agency. They don’t have to help it. They can exit. 
For a discussion of “Shame, Voice, Exit, and Enter,” 
see Robert D. Behn, “Rethinking Accountability in
Education,” International Public Management Journal,
Vol. 6, No. 1 (2003), pp. 53–55.

33. A. H. Maslow, “A Theory of Human
Motivation,” Psychological Review, Vol. 50, No. 4 
(July 1943), pp. 381–382. This article has been reprinted
many times. A recent reprinting can be found in
Abraham H. Maslow (Deborah C. Stephens, ed.), The
Maslow Business Reader (New York: John Wiley & 
Sons, 2002), pp. 251–275.

34. Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” 
p. 382.

35. This line comes from the mouth of Larson E.
Whipsnade, as played by W. C. Fields, in the 1939 film,
You Can’t Cheat an Honest Man. Mark A. R. Kleiman
calls this “Dukenfield’s Law of Incentive Management,”
http://mkpolitics.blogspot.com/2002_08_25_mkpolitics_
archive.html#85399552.

36. William L. Riordon, Plunkitt of Tammany Hall
(New York: E. P. Dutton, 1963), pp. 3–6. Since Plunkitt’s
day, we have taken many of the activities he classified as
honest graft and converted them into dishonest graft by
making them illegal. Nevertheless, we still have activi-
ties that could be classified as honest graft: They are
called campaign contributions.

37. Robert D. Behn, “Cheating—Honest and
Dishonest,” The New Public Innovator, May/June 1998,
pp. 18–19.

38. For examples of dishonest (and honest)
cheating in K–12 education, see:

• Abby Goodnough, “Teachers Are Said to Aid
Cheating: Answers Allegedly Supplied in Test 
in New York City,” The New York Times,
December 8, 1999, pp. A1, A24.

• Randal C. Archibold, “Teachers Recall How
Students Got Right Answers, and School Scores
Were Raised,” The New York Times, December 8,
1999, p. A24.

• John Bohte and Kenneth J. Meier, “Goal
Displacement: Assessing the Motivation for
Organizational Cheating,” Public
Administration Review, Vol. 60, No. 2
(March–April, 2000), pp. 173–182.

• Behn, “Rethinking Accountability in
Education,” pp. 52–53, 66–67 (particularly 
endnote, 26).

• Behn, “Cheating—Honest and Dishonest.”
39. If the performance target is highly correlated

with the mission, as in the case of measles immuniza-
tions, the evaluation task will be relatively simple. In
most cases, however, the first challenge is to figure out
how to value progress toward the mission. The second
challenge is to figure out how to attribute various fac-
tors—from the agency’s work to the collection of possi-
ble outside influences—to changes in this mission value.

40. For a discussion of the kind of performance
measures needed to evaluate performance, see Robert D.
Behn, “Why Measure Performance? Different Purposes
Require Different Measures,” Public Administration
Review, Vol. 63, No. 5 (September–October 2003), 
pp. 586–606. Note that the kinds of measures needed 
to evaluate past performance are usually quite different
from the kinds needed to motivate better performance 
in the future.

41. This suggestion—that the leaders of public
agencies think of their new or improved operational
capacity as a license to pursue additional purposes—
strikes some as unacceptable in a democracy. Of course,
this depends upon your perception of the responsibility
of those who manage executive-branch agencies. Those
who believe that public managers should do no more
than obey the specific directions provided by legislators
and elected chief executives will find this suggestion 
illegitimate—even illegal. Those who believe, as Mark
Moore writes, that public managers “are explorers com-
missioned by society to search for public value” will not
merely find this suggestion reasonable; they will think it
is an imperative.
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Mark H. Moore, Creating Public Value:
Strategic Management in Government (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 299. See also
Robert D. Behn, “What Right Do Public Managers Have
to Lead?” Public Administration Review, Vol. 58, No. 3
(May/June 1998), pp. 209–224.

42. In my mental map of this approach to perform-
ance leadership, every box is connected in some way
(with bidirectional arrows) with every other box. These
boxes could, of course, be mapped on a single surface,
but the 55 bidirectional arrows would obliterate any
meaning to the diagram. And, if you decide to locate 
the 11 boxes not on a two-dimensional surface but in
three dimensions, you can more easily follow individual
arrows; but how do you diagram the collection? It is 
difficult to move a three-dimensional model from room
to room, carry it on an airplane, or send it as an e-mail
attachment; and we humans have yet to invent three-
dimensional paper.

43. For an example of an agency making such
changes, see Behn, Leadership Counts, note 2, 
pp. 226–227.

44. I have called this “the accountability
dilemma—the trade-off between accountability for
finances and fairness and accountability for performance.”
Behn, Rethinking Democratic Accountability, pp. 10–11.



PERFORMANCE LEADERSHIP

www.businessofgovernment.org 29

Robert D. Behn is a lecturer at Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy
School of Government and the faculty chair of the School’s executive-
education program on “Driving Government Performance: Leadership
Strategies that Produce Results.” He specializes in governance, leader-
ship, and the management of large public agencies.

Dr. Behn earned a B.S. in physics from Worcester Polytechnic Institute,
and a Ph.D. in decision and control from Harvard University. He
served on the staff of Governor Francis W. Sargent of Massachusetts, as
a scholar in residence with the Council for Excellence in Government,
and on the faculty of the Harvard Business School and of Duke
University’s Terry Sanford Institute of Public Policy, where he was direc-
tor of its Governors Center.

He has led retreats for gubernatorial offices and cabinets in several states. He has conducted executive-
education seminars in Berlin, Copenhagen, Reykjavik, and Sydney, as well as for the United Nations,
governmental associations, federal agencies, and organizations in 22 states.

Dr. Behn publishes the monthly Bob Behn’s Public Management Report. His latest book is Rethinking
Democratic Accountability (Brookings, 2001), and he is also the author of Leadership Counts: Lessons
for Public Managers (Harvard University Press, 1991).

His articles include “Why Measure Performance? Different Purposes Require Different Measures,”
Public Administration Review (2003); “Rethinking Accountability in Education,” International Public
Management Journal, (2003); “The Psychological Barriers to Performance Management: Or Why Isn’t
Everyone Jumping on the Performance-Management Bandwagon?” Public Performance & Management
Review (2002); “Strategies for Avoiding the Pitfalls of Performance Contracting,” Public Productivity and
Management Review (1999, with Peter A. Kant); “Branch Rickey as a Public Manager,” Journal of Public
Administration Research and Theory (1997); and “Management By Groping Along,” The Journal of
Policy Analysis and Management (1988).

Dr. Behn’s “Cutback Budgeting” won the Raymond Vernon Prize for the article in Volume 4 (1985) of
The Journal of Policy Analysis and Management that “makes the greatest contribution to intellectual
discourse on public policy and management.” His “Management and the Neutrino: The Search for
Meaningful Metaphors” won the Marshall E. Dimock Award for the best lead article in Public
Administration Review in 1992.

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R



IBM Center for The Business of Government30

PERFORMANCE LEADERSHIP

To contact the author:

Robert D. Behn
John F. Kennedy School of Government
Harvard University
79 John F. Kennedy Street
Cambridge, MA 02138
(617) 495-9874
fax: (617) 496-1722

e-mail: redsox@ksg.harvard.edu
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport

K E Y C O N T A C T  I N F O R M A T I O N



31To download or order a copy of a report, visit the IBM Center for The Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org

COMPETITION AND
CHOICE

Determining a Level Playing Field
for Public-Private Competition
(1999)
Lawrence L. Martin

Implementing State Contracts for
Social Services: An Assessment of
the Kansas Experience (2000)
Jocelyn M. Johnston and Barbara S.
Romzek

A Vision of the Government as 
a World-Class Buyer: Major
Procurement Issues for the Coming
Decade (2002)
Jacques S. Gansler

Contracting for the 21st Century: 
A Partnership Model (2002)
Wendell C. Lawther

Franchise Funds in the Federal
Government: Ending the Monopoly
in Service Provision (2002)
John J. Callahan

Making Performance-Based
Contracting Perform: What the
Federal Government Can Learn from
State and Local Governments 
(2002, 2nd ed.)
Lawrence L. Martin 

Moving to Public-Private
Partnerships: Learning from
Experience around the World (2003)
Trefor P. Williams

IT Outsourcing: A Primer for Public
Managers (2003)
Yu-Che Chen and James Perry

The Procurement Partnership Model:
Moving to a Team-Based Approach
(2003)
Kathryn G. Denhardt

Moving Toward Market-Based
Government: The Changing Role 
of Government as the Provider
(2004, 2nd ed.)
Jacques S. Gansler

Transborder Service Systems:
Pathways for Innovation or Threats
to Accountability? (2004)
Alasdair Roberts

Competitive Sourcing: What Happens
to Federal Employees? (2004)
Jacques S. Gansler and William
Lucyshyn

Implementing Alternative Sourcing
Strategies: Four Case Studies (2004)
Edited by Jacques S. Gansler and
William Lucyshyn

Designing Competitive Bidding for
Medicare (2004)
John Cawley and Andrew B.
Whitford

International Experience Using
Outsourcing, Public-Private
Partnerships, and Vouchers (2005)
Jón R. Blöndal

Effectively Managing Professional
Services Contracts: 12 Best Practices
(2006) 
Sandra L. Fisher, Michael E.
Wasserman, and Paige P. Wolf

E-GOVERNMENT

Supercharging the Employment
Agency: An Investigation of the Use
of Information and Communication
Technology to Improve the Service of
State Employment Agencies (2000)
Anthony M. Townsend

Assessing a State’s Readiness for
Global Electronic Commerce: Lessons
from the Ohio Experience (2001) 
J. Pari Sabety and Steven I. Gordon 

Privacy Strategies for Electronic
Government (2001) 
Janine S. Hiller and France Bélanger

Commerce Comes to Government
on the Desktop: E-Commerce
Applications in the Public Sector (2001)
Genie N. L. Stowers

The Use of the Internet in
Government Service Delivery (2001)
Steven Cohen and William Eimicke

State Web Portals: Delivering and
Financing E-Service (2002)
Diana Burley Gant, Jon P. Gant, and
Craig L. Johnson

Internet Voting: Bringing Elections 
to the Desktop (2002)
Robert S. Done

Leveraging Technology in the
Service of Diplomacy: Innovation in
the Department of State (2002)
Barry Fulton

Federal Intranet Work Sites: 
An Interim Assessment (2002)
Julianne G. Mahler and Priscilla M.
Regan

The State of Federal Websites: 
The Pursuit of Excellence (2002)
Genie N. L. Stowers

State Government E-Procurement 
in the Information Age: Issues,
Practices, and Trends (2002)
M. Jae Moon

Preparing for Wireless and Mobile
Technologies in Government (2002)
Ai-Mei Chang and P. K. Kannan

Public-Sector Information Security:
A Call to Action for Public-Sector
CIOs (2002, 2nd ed.)
Don Heiman

The Auction Model: How the Public
Sector Can Leverage the Power of 
E-Commerce Through Dynamic
Pricing (2002, 2nd ed.)
David C. Wyld

The Promise of E-Learning in Africa:
The Potential for Public-Private
Partnerships (2003)
Norman LaRocque and Michael
Latham

Digitally Integrating the Government
Supply Chain: E-Procurement, 
E-Finance, and E-Logistics (2003)
Jacques S. Gansler, William
Lucyshyn, and Kimberly M. Ross

Using Technology to Increase Citizen
Participation in Government:
The Use of Models and Simulation
(2003) 
John O’Looney

Seaport: Charting a New Course 
for Professional Services Acquisition
for America’s Navy (2003)
David C. Wyld

E-Reporting: Strengthening
Democratic Accountability (2004)
Mordecai Lee

Understanding Electronic Signatures:
The Key to E-Government (2004)
Stephen H. Holden

Measuring the Performance of 
E-Government (2004)
Genie N. L. Stowers

CENTER R E P O RTS  AVA I L A B L E



32

CENTER R E P O RTS  AVA I L A B L E

To download or order a copy of a report, visit the IBM Center for The Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org

Restoring Trust in Government:
The Potential of Digital Citizen
Participation (2004)
Marc Holzer, James Melitski, Seung-
Yong Rho, and Richard Schwester

From E-Government to 
M-Government? Emerging Practices
in the Use of Mobile Technology by
State Governments (2004) 
M. Jae Moon

Government Garage Sales: Online
Auctions as Tools for Asset
Management (2004)
David C. Wyld 

Innovation in E-Procurement:
The Italian Experience (2004)
Mita Marra

Computerisation and E-Government
in Social Security: A Comparative
International Study (2005)
Michael Adler and Paul Henman 

The Next Big Election Challenge:
Developing Electronic Data
Transaction Standards for Election
Administration (2005)
R. Michael Alvarez and Thad E. Hall

RFID: The Right Frequency for
Government (2005)
David C. Wyld

FINANCIAL 
MANAGEMENT

Credit Scoring and Loan Scoring:
Tools for Improved Management of
Federal Credit Programs (1999)
Thomas H. Stanton

Using Activity-Based Costing to
Manage More Effectively (2000)
Michael H. Granof, David E. Platt,
and Igor Vaysman

Audited Financial Statements:
Getting and Sustaining “Clean”
Opinions (2001)
Douglas A. Brook

An Introduction to Financial Risk
Management in Government (2001)
Richard J. Buttimer, Jr.

Understanding Federal Asset
Management: An Agenda for Reform
(2003)
Thomas H. Stanton

Efficiency Counts: Developing the
Capacity to Manage Costs at Air
Force Materiel Command (2003)
Michael Barzelay and Fred
Thompson

Federal Credit Programs: Managing
Risk in the Information Age (2005)
Thomas H. Stanton

Grants Management in the 21st
Century: Three Innovative Policy
Responses (2005)
Timothy J. Conlan

Performance Budgeting: How
NASA and SBA Link Costs and
Performance (2006) 
Lloyd A. Blanchard

HUMAN CAPITAL
MANAGEMENT

Profiles in Excellence: Conversations
with the Best of America’s Career
Executive Service (1999)
Mark W. Huddleston

Reflections on Mobility: Case Studies
of Six Federal Executives (2000)
Michael D. Serlin

Managing Telecommuting in the
Federal Government: An Interim
Report (2000)
Gina Vega and Louis Brennan

Using Virtual Teams to Manage
Complex Projects: A Case Study of
the Radioactive Waste Management
Project (2000)
Samuel M. DeMarie

A Learning-Based Approach to
Leading Change (2000)
Barry Sugarman

Labor-Management Partnerships: 
A New Approach to Collaborative
Management (2001) 
Barry Rubin and Richard Rubin

Winning the Best and Brightest:
Increasing the Attraction of Public
Service (2001)
Carol Chetkovich

A Weapon in the War for Talent:
Using Special Authorities to Recruit
Crucial Personnel (2001)
Hal G. Rainey

A Changing Workforce:
Understanding Diversity Programs
in the Federal Government (2001) 
Katherine C. Naff and J. Edward
Kellough

Life after Civil Service Reform: 
The Texas, Georgia, and Florida
Experiences (2002)
Jonathan Walters

The Defense Leadership and
Management Program: Taking Career
Development Seriously (2002)
Joseph A. Ferrara and Mark C. Rom

The Influence of Organizational
Commitment on Officer Retention:
A 12-Year Study of U.S. Army
Officers (2002)
Stephanie C. Payne, Ann H. Huffman,
and Trueman R. Tremble, Jr.

Human Capital Reform: 21st
Century Requirements for the
United States Agency for
International Development (2003)
Anthony C. E. Quainton and
Amanda M. Fulmer

Modernizing Human Resource
Management in the Federal
Government: The IRS Model (2003)
James R. Thompson and Hal G.
Rainey

Mediation at Work: Transforming
Workplace Conflict at the United
States Postal Service (2003)
Lisa B. Bingham

Growing Leaders for Public Service
(2004, 2nd ed.)
Ray Blunt

Pay for Performance: A Guide for
Federal Managers (2004)
Howard Risher

The Blended Workforce: Maximizing
Agility Through Nonstandard Work
Arrangements (2005) 
James R. Thompson and Sharon H.
Mastracci

The Transformation of the
Government Accountability Office:
Using Human Capital to Drive
Change (2005)
Jonathan Walters and Charles
Thompson



33To download or order a copy of a report, visit the IBM Center for The Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org

INNOVATION

Managing Workfare: The Case of
the Work Experience Program in the
New York City Parks Department
(1999)
Steven Cohen

New Tools for Improving
Government Regulation: An
Assessment of Emissions Trading
and Other Market-Based Regulatory
Tools (1999)
Gary C. Bryner

Religious Organizations, Anti-Poverty
Relief, and Charitable Choice:
A Feasibility Study of Faith-Based
Welfare Reform in Mississippi (1999)
John P. Bartkowski and Helen A. Regis

Business Improvement Districts and
Innovative Service Delivery (1999)
Jerry Mitchell

An Assessment of Brownfield
Redevelopment Policies: The
Michigan Experience (1999)
Richard C. Hula

San Diego County’s Innovation
Program: Using Competition and a
Whole Lot More to Improve Public
Services (2000)
William B. Eimicke

Innovation in the Administration of
Public Airports (2000)
Scott E. Tarry

Entrepreneurial Government:
Bureaucrats as Businesspeople (2000)
Anne Laurent

Rethinking U.S. Environmental
Protection Policy: Management
Challenges for a New Administration
(2000)
Dennis A. Rondinelli

The Challenge of Innovating in
Government (2001) 
Sandford Borins

Understanding Innovation: 
What Inspires It? What Makes It
Successful? (2001)
Jonathan Walters

Government Management of
Information Mega-Technology:
Lessons from the Internal Revenue
Service’s Tax Systems Modernization
(2002)
Barry Bozeman

Advancing High End Computing:
Linking to National Goals (2003)
Juan D. Rogers and Barry Bozeman

MANAGING FOR
PERFORMANCE AND 
RESULTS

Corporate Strategic Planning in
Government: Lessons from the
United States Air Force (2000)
Colin Campbell

Using Evaluation to Support
Performance Management:
A Guide for Federal Executives (2001)
Kathryn Newcomer and Mary Ann
Scheirer

Managing for Outcomes: Milestone
Contracting in Oklahoma (2001) 
Peter Frumkin 

The Challenge of Developing 
Cross-Agency Measures:
A Case Study of the Office of
National Drug Control Policy (2001)
Patrick J. Murphy and John
Carnevale

The Potential of the Government
Performance and Results Act as a
Tool to Manage Third-Party
Government (2001)
David G. Frederickson

Using Performance Data for
Accountability: The New York City
Police Department’s CompStat
Model of Police Management (2001)
Paul E. O’Connell

Moving Toward More Capable
Government: A Guide to
Organizational Design (2002)
Thomas H. Stanton

The Baltimore CitiStat Program:
Performance and Accountability
(2003)
Lenneal J. Henderson

Strategies for Using State Information:
Measuring and Improving Program
Performance (2003)
Shelley H. Metzenbaum

Linking Performance and Budgeting:
Opportunities in the Federal Budget
Process (2004, 2nd ed.)
Philip G. Joyce

How Federal Programs Use Outcome
Information: Opportunities for
Federal Managers (2004, 2nd ed.)
Harry P. Hatry, Elaine Morley, Shelli B.
Rossman, and Joseph S. Wholey

Performance Management for
Career Executives: A “Start Where
You Are, Use What You Have”
Guide (2004, 2nd ed.)
Chris Wye

Staying the Course: The Use of
Performance Measurement in State
Governments (2004)
Julia Melkers and Katherine
Willoughby

Moving from Outputs to Outcomes:
Practical Advice from Governments
Around the World (2006)
Burt Perrin

Using the Balanced Scorecard:
Lessons Learned from the U.S. Postal
Service and the Defense Finance
and Accounting Service (2006)
Nicholas J. Mathys and Kenneth R.
Thompson

Performance Leadership: 11 Better
Practices That Can Ratchet Up
Performance (2006, 2nd ed.)
Robert D. Behn

NETWORKS AND 
PARTNERSHIPS

Leveraging Networks to Meet
National Goals: FEMA and the Safe
Construction Networks (2002)
William L. Waugh, Jr.

21st-Century Government and the
Challenge of Homeland Defense
(2002)
Elaine C. Kamarck

Assessing Partnerships: New Forms
of Collaboration (2003)
Robert Klitgaard and Gregory F.
Treverton

Leveraging Networks: A Guide for
Public Managers Working across
Organizations (2003)
Robert Agranoff

Extraordinary Results on National
Goals: Networks and Partnerships in
the Bureau of Primary Health Care’s
100%/0 Campaign (2003)
John Scanlon



34

CENTER R E P O RTS  AVA I L A B L E

To download or order a copy of a report, visit the IBM Center for The Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org

Public-Private Strategic Partnerships:
The U.S. Postal Service-Federal
Express Alliance (2003)
Oded Shenkar

The Challenge of Coordinating 
“Big Science” (2003)
W. Henry Lambright

Communities of Practice: A New
Tool for Government Managers (2003)
William M. Snyder and Xavier 
de Souza Briggs

Collaboration and Performance
Management in Network Settings:
Lessons from Three Watershed
Governance Efforts (2004)
Mark T. Imperial

The Quest to Become “One”: 
An Approach to Internal
Collaboration (2005)
Russ Linden

Cooperation Between Social
Security and Tax Agencies in Europe
(2005)
Bernhard Zaglmayer, Paul
Schoukens, and Danny Pieters

Leveraging Collaborative Networks
in Infrequent Emergency Situations
(2005) 
Donald P. Moynihan

Public Deliberation: A Manager’s
Guide to Citizen Engagement (2006)
Carolyn J. Lukensmeyer and Lars
Hasselblad Torres

TRANSFORMATION

The Importance of Leadership: 
The Role of School Principals (1999)
Paul Teske and Mark Schneider 

Leadership for Change: Case Studies
in American Local Government (1999)
Robert B. Denhardt and Janet
Vinzant Denhardt

Managing Decentralized
Departments: The Case of the U.S.
Department of Health and Human
Services (1999)
Beryl A. Radin

Transforming Government: The
Renewal and Revitalization of the
Federal Emergency Management
Agency (2000)
R. Steven Daniels and Carolyn L.
Clark-Daniels

Transforming Government: Creating
the New Defense Procurement
System (2000)
Kimberly A. Harokopus

Trans-Atlantic Experiences in Health
Reform: The United Kingdom’s
National Health Service and the
United States Veterans Health
Administration (2000)
Marilyn A. DeLuca

Transforming Government: The
Revitalization of the Veterans Health
Administration (2000)
Gary J. Young

The Challenge of Managing Across
Boundaries: The Case of the Office
of the Secretary in the U.S.
Department of Health and Human
Services (2000)
Beryl A. Radin

Creating a Culture of Innovation:
10 Lessons from America’s Best Run
City (2001) 
Janet Vinzant Denhardt and Robert B.
Denhardt

Transforming Government: Dan
Goldin and the Remaking of NASA
(2001) 
W. Henry Lambright

Managing Across Boundaries:
A Case Study of Dr. Helene Gayle
and the AIDS Epidemic (2002)
Norma M. Riccucci

Managing “Big Science”: A Case
Study of the Human Genome
Project (2002)
W. Henry Lambright

The Power of Frontline Workers 
in Transforming Government:
The Upstate New York Veterans
Healthcare Network (2003)
Timothy J. Hoff

Making Public Sector Mergers Work:
Lessons Learned (2003)
Peter Frumkin

Efficiency Counts: Developing the
Capacity to Manage Costs at Air
Force Materiel Command (2003)
Michael Barzelay and Fred Thompson

Managing the New Multipurpose,
Multidiscipline University Research
Centers: Institutional Innovation in
the Academic Community (2003)
Barry Bozeman and P. Craig
Boardman

The Transformation of the
Government Accountability Office:
Using Human Capital to Drive
Change (2005)
Jonathan Walters and Charles
Thompson

Transforming the Intelligence
Community: Improving the
Collection and Management of
Information (2005)
Elaine C. Kamarck

Executive Response to Changing
Fortune: Sean O’Keefe as NASA
Administrator (2005)
W. Henry Lambright

Ramping Up Large, Non-Routine
Projects: Lessons for Federal
Managers from the Successful 2000
Census (2005)
Nancy A. Potok and William G.
Barron, Jr.

The Next Government of the
United States: Challenges for
Performance in the 21st Century
(2005)
Donald F. Kettl

PRESIDENTIAL 
TRANSITION

Government Reorganization:
Strategies and Tools to Get It Done
(2004)
Hannah Sistare

Performance Management for
Political Executives: A “Start Where
You Are, Use What You Have” Guide
(2004)
Chris Wye

Becoming an Effective Political
Executive: 7 Lessons from
Experienced Appointees 
(2005, 2nd ed.)
Judith E. Michaels

Getting to Know You: Rules of
Engagement for Political Appointees
and Career Executives (2005)
Joseph A. Ferrara and Lynn C. Ross



35To download or order a copy of a report, visit the IBM Center for The Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org

SPECIAL REPORT

Enhancing Security Throughout the
Supply Chain (2004)
David J. Closs and Edmund F.
McGarrell

Assessing the Impact of IT-Driven
Education in K–12 Schools (2005)
Ganesh D. Bhatt

Investing in Supply Chain Security:
Collateral Benefits (2005, 2nd ed.)
James B. Rice, Jr., and Philip W. Spayd



36

BOOKS*

To download or order a copy of a report, visit the IBM Center for The Business of Government website at: www.businessofgovernment.org* Available at bookstores, online booksellers, and from the publisher (www.rowmanlittlefield.com or 800-462-6420).

Collaboration: Using Networks and
Partnerships 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2004)
John M. Kamensky and Thomas J.
Burlin, editors

Competition, Choice, and
Incentives in Government Programs 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2006)
John M. Kamensky and Albert
Morales, editors

E-Government 2001 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2001)
Mark A. Abramson and Grady E.
Means, editors

E-Government 2003 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2002)
Mark A. Abramson and Therese L.
Morin, editors

Human Capital 2002 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2002)
Mark A. Abramson and Nicole
Willenz Gardner, editors

Human Capital 2004 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2004)
Jonathan D. Breul and Nicole
Willenz Gardner, editors

Innovation 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2002)
Mark A. Abramson and Ian Littman,
editors

Leaders 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2002)
Mark A. Abramson and Kevin M.
Bacon, editors

Learning the Ropes: Insights for
Political Appointees 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2005)
Mark A. Abramson and Paul R.
Lawrence, editors

Managing for Results 2002
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2001)
Mark A. Abramson and John M.
Kamensky, editors

Managing for Results 2005
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2004)
John M. Kamensky and Albert
Morales, editors

Memos to the President:
Management Advice from the
Nation’s Top Public Administrators
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2001)
Mark A. Abramson, editor

New Ways of Doing Business
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2003)
Mark A. Abramson and Ann M.
Kieffaber, editors

The Procurement Revolution
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2003)
Mark A. Abramson and Roland S.
Harris III, editors

Transforming Government Supply
Chain Management 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2003)
Jacques S. Gansler and Robert E.
Luby, Jr., editors

Transforming Organizations 
(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
Inc., 2001)
Mark A. Abramson and Paul R.
Lawrence, editors





About the IBM Center for The Business of Government
Through research stipends and events, the IBM Center for 
The Business of Government stimulates research and facilitates 
discussion on new approaches to improving the effectiveness
of government at the federal, state, local, and international
levels. 

The Center is one of the ways that IBM seeks to advance
knowledge on how to improve public sector effectiveness. 
The IBM Center focuses on the future of the operation and 
management of the public sector.

About IBM Business Consulting Services
With consultants and professional staff in more than 160 coun-
tries globally, IBM Business Consulting Services is the world’s
largest consulting services organization. IBM Business
Consulting Services provides clients with business process and
industry expertise, a deep understanding of technology solu-
tions that address specific industry issues, and the ability to
design, build and run those solutions in a way that delivers
bottom-line business value. For more information visit
www.ibm.com/bcs.

For additional information, contact:
Mark A. Abramson
Executive Director
IBM Center for The Business of Government
1301 K Street, NW
Fourth Floor, West Tower
Washington, DC 20005
(202) 515-4504, fax: (202) 515-4375

e-mail: businessofgovernment@us.ibm.com
website: www.businessofgovernment.org



M
an

ag
in

g 
fo

r 
Pe

rf
o

rm
an

ce
 a

n
d

 R
es

u
lt

s 
Se

ri
es

Robert D. Behn
Lecturer
John F. Kennedy School of Government
Harvard University

M A Y  2 0 0 4

Performance Leadership: 
11 Better Practices That Can 
Ratchet Up Performance





1

MANAGING FOR PERFORMANCE AND RESULTS SERIES

Robert D. Behn
Lecturer
John F. Kennedy School of Government
Harvard University

May 2004

Performance Leadership: 
11 Better Practices That Can
Ratchet Up Performance



2

PERFORMANCE LEADERSHIP



3

PERFORMANCE LEADERSHIP

T A B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S

Foreword ......................................................................................4

Helping the Managers Manage ......................................................5
The Futile Search for a Performance System ................................5
Make, Let, or Help the Managers Manage ..................................5
The Search for Better Practice ....................................................6

Creating the Performance Framework ............................................9
Practice 1: Articulate the Organization’s Mission ........................9
Practice 2: Identify the Organization’s Most Consequential 

Performance Deficit ............................................................10
Practice 3: Establish a Specific Performance Target....................11
Practice 4: Clarify Your Theoretical Link between Target 

and Mission ........................................................................13

Driving Performance Improvement..............................................14
Practice 5: Monitor and Report Progress Frequently, Personally, 

and Publicly ......................................................................14
Practice 6: Build Operational Capacity ....................................16
Practice 7: Take Advantage of Small Wins to Reward Success....16
Practice 8: Create “Esteem Opportunities” ..............................17

Learning to Enhance Performance ..............................................19
Practice 9: Check for Distortions and Mission 

Accomplishment. ................................................................19
Practice 10: Analyze a Large Number and a Wide Variety 

of Indicators........................................................................21
Practice 11: Adjust Mission, Target, Theory, Monitoring 

and Reporting, Operational Capacity, Rewards, Esteem 
Opportunities, and/or Analysis ............................................21

The Performance Treadmill ........................................................23

Endnotes ....................................................................................24

About the Author........................................................................30

Key Contact Information ............................................................31

Copyright © 2004 by Robert D. Behn



4

PERFORMANCE LEADERSHIP

F O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R DF O R E W O R D

May 2004

On behalf of the IBM Center for The Business of Government, we are pleased to present this report,
“Performance Leadership: 11 Better Practices That Can Ratchet Up Performance,” by Robert D. Behn.

Dr. Behn is a wizened and wise analyst whose writing is entertaining, clear, and insightful. He offers a
simple, direct bottom line: Good performance cannot be compelled, commanded, or coerced. He con-
cludes that performance systems created in law or by central management agencies are attempts to
compel good performance, and they basically don’t work. He writes, “public employees are required
to follow so many processes that devotion to these processes often displaces their devotion to results.”

In the report, Dr. Behn moves away from the two conventional tenets of the new public management
to either “make the managers manage” or “let the managers manage.” Instead, he suggests that we
“help the managers manage.” His approach to performance leadership encompasses 11 “better practices”
that he has observed in use by successful public managers over the years. This approach focuses not
on individual attributes and virtues, but rather on leadership activities or practices that can spur improve-
ments in program performance. 

We think the practices suggested by Dr. Behn are clearly worth following. We trust that this report will
be helpful and informative to all public managers attempting to ratchet up their program’s performance. 

Paul Lawrence Kevin Bacon
Partner-in-Charge Partner
IBM Center for The Business of Government IBM Business Consulting Services
paul.lawrence@us.ibm.com kevin.bacon@us.ibm.com
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How can the leaders of a public agency improve
its performance? What can the leaders of a govern-
mental organization possibly do that might have a
positive effect on the results that their agency pro-
duces? This is an important question. This is a
leadership question.

The Futile Search for a
Performance System
This leadership question is not, however, the 
question about government performance that 
is usually asked. Traditionally, we have asked 
the systems question. Rather than develop public
managers with the leadership capacity to improve
the performance of their agencies, we have
sought to create performance systems that will
impose such improvements. We have sought to
create government-wide schemes that will some-
how require performance from all departments,
agencies, and bureaus. Thus, we have tended (if
only implicitly) to ignore the leadership question
and, instead, have focused on the systems question:
How can we compel, command, or coerce pub-
lic agencies into improving their performance?1

This systems approach is unlikely to prove very
effective.2 Yes, it is possible for a legislature, a
budget office, or a central administrative agency
to force public agencies to do things that—if
done with genuine enthusiasm and subtle intelli-
gence—could contribute to improved perform-
ance. Those upon whom such requirements are
imposed, however, are not likely to view them 
as helpful. They will see these requirements as
another complex confusion of administrative reg-

ulations with which they must dutifully com-
ply—not as a coherent collection of supportive
principles that, if deployed discernibly and
employed adaptively, might actually help.
Administrative requirements (for performance or
anything else) are not designed to elicit discern-
ment and adaptation. They are created to impose
obedience and conformity.

Moreover, the senior managers upon whom such
compliance is imposed have seen all this before.
They have learned how to cope. Indeed, they
became senior managers precisely because they
learned how to cope. They learned that adminis-
trative requirements are hoops through which
they must jump. And, as they moved up the
organizational hierarchy, they learned to become
very good hoop jumpers. They can now jump
nimbly through big hoops and small hoops, red
hoops and green hoops; they can even jump
through flaming hoops without getting the least
bit singed.

Make, Let, or Help the 
Managers Manage
Still, some of those who have become master
hoop-jumpers may desire to do more. They
may seek to progress from complying with the
requirements of the latest performance-manage-
ment system to doing something that might help
improve the performance of their agency. What
should they do? What could they do? How
might they exercise leadership so as to ratchet up
their organization’s performance? If we can provide
public-sector executives with a proven strategy—or

Helping the Managers Manage
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even with just a few helpful suggestions—we
would be doing a useful service.

Over the last two decades, “new public manage-
ment” has come to represent a collection of
managerial philosophies, ideas, and practices
designed to improve the performance of govern-
ment.3 Donald Kettl and others have organized
these various ideas and practices into two basic
strategies: (1) make the managers manage, and
(2) let the managers manage. Based on the
assumption that public managers lacked clear
incentives to improve performance, the make-
the-managers-manage strategy was designed to
induce public-sector executives to concentrate
on improving performance in specific ways. In
contrast, the let-the-managers-manage strategy
reflected the assumption that these officials knew
how to improve performance but were constrained
from doing so by the multitude of rules and 
regulations. Thus, this strategy was designed to
ensure that public-sector executives possessed
the flexibility necessary to do what was required
to improve performance.4

Both of these approaches, however, are based on
one additional assumption: The people who man-
age public agencies do know how to improve
performance. That is, they possess the capacity—
the leadership and managerial skills—necessary
to produce real results. Thus, all that is required
is to give them either the correct incentives or 
the necessary flexibility, and they will do it—they
will just know what managerial actions will most
effectively improve performance. 

Whether these public officials have inherited this
managerial talent from their ancestral genes or
have absorbed it from their organizational and
political environment is never stated. The
assumption is strictly implicit. Nevertheless, 
it lurks behind both new-public-management
strategies. If we change the condition within
which public managers must work—by creating
either better incentives or more flexibility—the
existing managers will significantly improve 
organizational performance.

Perhaps, however, the managers do not know
what to do. Perhaps managerial talent is difficult
to acquire, either from one’s parents or one’s

environment. Perhaps changing the rules is not
enough. After all, the private sector devotes sig-
nificant resources to developing the managerial
skills and leadership talents of individuals
whom it expects to assume significant responsi-
bilities in the future. And the private sector, it is
assumed, has better incentives and more flexibility
than government has. Businesses do not assume
that managerial talent is acquired genetically or
absorbed experientially. Businesses assume that
managerial talent can—and should—be learned.
In comparison, government significantly underin-
vests in developing its own managerial capacity.5

Maybe we should do more than make or let 
public managers manage. Maybe we also need 
a help-the-managers-manage strategy. Maybe we
should help officials in the executive branches 
of our governments advance from administrators
to managers to leaders. If we wish to improve 
the performance of public agencies, maybe we
should find a way to help them learn how to
exercise performance leadership.6

The Search for Better Practice
The following approach to performance leadership
makes no claim to be a best practice. It might
be, however, in Eugene Bardach’s phrase, a
“smart practice.”7 If employed with thoughtful
discernment of the underlying principles and
deployed with intelligent adaptation to the char-
acteristics and needs of the particular organization
and its environment, this approach might help
some public managers improve their agency’s
performance, marginally or even significantly.

After all, to ratchet up performance a notch or
two, most public managers do not require a best
practice. All they need is a better practice—a set
of operational principles, or just one good idea,
that is an improvement over what they are cur-
rently doing.

This approach is just that—an approach. It is not
a rule. It is not a requirement. It is not a prescrip-
tion. It is certainly not a system.8 I make no
claim that it is the only way for public managers
to improve the performance of their organiza-
tion—or even that it is the best way. It is merely a
way—one possible way. It reflects my observations
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of a variety of efforts by managers of public agen-
cies large and small to improve performance.
Some of these observations have been my own.
Some of these I have examined in detail;9 others
I have viewed only fleetingly. Still others I have
“observed” strictly through the eyes of others.10

This approach to performance leadership con-
tains little that is wholly novel or overwhelmingly
revolutionary. Indeed, most of its 11 components11

have been advocated by numerous scholars 
and practitioners. Yet, too few public managers
exploit the advantages of these practices. (Perhaps
they have to devote too much time, resources,
and energy jumping through multiple hoops.)
Fewer still exploit the advantages that may 
accrue from employing several of these practices
simultaneously.

I make no claim that employing all 11 practices
is necessary to improve a public agency’s per-
formance. Still, each practice is, if the agency
manager is not already using it, a better practice.
Moreover, the 11 do reinforce each other. (Several
of these practices are based on the same underly-
ing principles, so that employing one practice
without another is often difficult.) Consequently,
public managers who employ several of them 
will have a better opportunity to exploit their
reinforcing benefits.

The 11 practices that might be better than current
practices are organized into three categories:

• The leaders of the agency can employ four
practices to create a performance framework.

• The leaders can employ four other practices
to mobilize the organization’s resources to
ratchet up performance in some tangible way.

• The leaders can employ three additional
practices to learn how to improve
performance.

These 11 practices offer one approach to per-
formance leadership.



8

PERFORMANCE LEADERSHIP

Creating the Performance Framework:
What would it mean to do a better job?

Practice 1: Articulate the organization’s mission.
Proclaim—clearly and frequently—what the organization is trying to accomplish.

Practice 2: Identify the organization’s most consequential performance deficit.
Determine what key failure is keeping the organization from achieving its mission.

Practice 3: Establish a specific performance target.
Specify what new level of success the organization needs to achieve next.

Practice 4: Clarify your theoretical link between target and mission.
Define (for yourself, at least) your mental model that explains how meeting the target 
will help accomplish the mission.

Driving Performance Improvement:
How can we mobilize our people?

Practice 5: Monitor and report progress frequently, personally, and publicly.
Publish the data so that every team knows that you know (and that everyone else 
knows) how well every team is doing.

Practice 6: Build operational capacity.
Provide your teams with what they need to achieve their targets.

Practice 7: Take advantage of small wins to reward success.
Find lots of reasons to dramatize that you recognize and appreciate what teams have
accomplished.

Practice 8: Create “esteem opportunities.”
Ensure that people can earn a sense of accomplishment and thus gain both self-esteem
and the esteem of their peers.

Learning to Enhance Performance:
How must we change to do even better?

Practice 9: Check for distortions and mission accomplishment.
Verify that people are achieving their targets in a way that furthers the mission 
(not in a way that fails to help or actually undermines this effort).

Practice 10: Analyze a large number and a wide variety of indicators.
Examine many forms of data—both quantitative and qualitative—to learn how your 
organization can improve.

Practice 11: Adjust mission, target, theory, monitoring and reporting, operational capacity, rewards,
esteem opportunities, and/or analysis.
Act on this learning, making the modifications necessary to ratchet up performance again.

One Approach to Performance Leadership:
11 Better Practices That Can Ratchet Up Performance
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The first question that an agency’s leadership
team must address is: “What would it mean to
do a better job?” Regardless of the level at which
the organization is performing, it can still improve.
So what might this improvement look like?

The answer to this question is a judgment call.
Different people will make this call differently. 
In some circumstances, the answer may appear
obvious. In others, it may be open to much
debate. But this debate should not go on forever.
If the organization is actually to improve per-
formance, it cannot go on forever. Moreover,
regardless of how smart the leaders are, they are
unlikely to get this (or any other aspect of their
performance strategy) perfectly right the first time.

They ought to accept that they will not get it 
perfectly right the second time or even the hun-
dredth time, and that they will have to grope
along.12 From the very beginning, they ought to
accept that their efforts will make some perform-
ance improvements, which can be improved
upon further, but only later. That is what the
third category of practices is all about: learning
how to improve even more.

Historically, however, public-policy practitioners
have followed (and public-policy theorists have
advocated) some variant of the get-all-of-the-
ducks-lined-up-before-you-do-anything strategy.
But getting all of the ducks lined up can take a
lot of time—as measured in years. To line up all
of the ducks, the leaders have to create an elabo-
rate strategic plan. They have to get all of the key

stakeholders and all of the key legislators to agree
to the basic approach outlined in the strategic
plan, plus numerous key details. They have to
get the funding approved by the budget office,
the ways and means committee, and the entire
legislature. They have to get the personnel office,
and the procurement office, and a few other
overhead agencies to sign off on the necessary
waivers. And before they know it, the agency’s
leaders have outlived their appointing authority’s
tenure.

This is not, however, the only possible strategy.
The leaders of public agencies can also employ
the groping-along strategy. Indeed, behind my
approach to performance leadership lies the
assumption that, to create a performance strategy,
an organization’s leaders need to “get it up and
running and then fix it.”13

Practice 1: Articulate the
Organization’s Mission
This first practice is hardly profound. It is advo-
cated by numerous management gurus and fol-
lowed by many practicing managers. Everyone in
the organization needs to understand the big 
picture. Thus, the leaders of the organization
need to proclaim, clearly and frequently, what
the organization is trying to accomplish. 

When you walk into the main lobby of many
business firms, government agencies, and non-
profit organizations, you will find the mission
statement displayed on the wall. Yet, how many
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people know what these words say? How many
appreciate the values that these words are
designed to represent? How many act daily (or
even occasionally) to further the basic purposes
that are proclaimed in the mission statement and
that thus constitute the rationale for the organiza-
tion’s existence? How many public employees go
about their assigned tasks completely oblivious
to how these tasks contribute (or not) to their
agency’s mission?

For any organization, particularly for a public
agency, it is not enough to form a committee or
engage a consultant to write or update the mission
statement. After all, in the words of Scott Adams,
a mission statement is nothing more than “a long
awkward sentence that demonstrates manage-
ment’s inability to think clearly.”14 Even if a pub-
lic agency’s mission statement is neither long,
nor awkward, nor convoluted, posting the state-
ment on the wall is not enough. If the agency’s
leaders want everyone in the organization to take
the mission seriously, they need to reiterate its
fundamental points at every opportunity.

Practice 2: Identify the Organi-
zation’s Most Consequential 
Performance Deficit
The mission of any organization—public, private,
or nonprofit—is necessarily vague. It may be
inspirational; nevertheless, it lacks specificity. It
fails to provide any useful guidance about what
to do next: What specific problem does the
organization need to attack now to significantly
improve its performance? The words in the mis-
sion statement do not answer this operational
question. Thus, the organization needs to deter-
mine what key failure is keeping it from achieving
its mission: “What is our most consequential per-
formance deficit?”

Naturally, the organization will have a variety of
failures and performance deficits. Just as naturally,
it cannot attack all of them at once. It must
choose. This is the first challenge to the organiza-
tion’s leadership—to figure out, from the variety
of problems inhibiting its ability to produce
results, that one performance deficit (or, at most,

a very few) on which the organization should
now focus its intelligence and energies.

This performance deficit can be anywhere along
the causal or value chain that runs from inputs to
processes to outputs to outcomes:

Inputs. The big performance deficit might be in
the inputs. The organization, for example, might
not possess people with the necessary knowledge
or skills. If the leaders of a school district believe
the caliber of its teachers to be the major cause
of its under-performance—i.e., why the schools
are not doing a better job of educating the chil-
dren—then the biggest performance deficit is at
the input end of the causal chain.

Processes. Alternatively, the big performance deficit
might be in the processes. The organization might
not be employing the strategies, tactics, plans,
structures, procedures, routines, or habits that are
most effective in converting its inputs into the
desired outputs. For example, the leaders of a
school district might conclude that they have
recruited excellent teachers but are asking them
to teach the wrong curriculum—that the teachers
are using textbooks or curriculum guidelines 
that fail to match the content covered on the
statewide tests employed to define the district’s
performance. Or, it could be that these excellent
teachers have the right curriculum, but that their
allocation of time among the various items on
the curriculum does not mesh with the knowl-
edge and skills emphasized on the statewide test.

Outputs. Or the most significant deficit might be
the organization’s failure to focus on the desired
outputs. The leaders might have obtained the
necessary inputs and created effective processes.
Yet, the people within the organization might be
merely employing those inputs and following
those processes without any dedication to the
outputs they were charged with producing. 

Government agencies are particularly prone to 
this kind of performance failure. After all, public
employees are required to follow so many
processes that devotion to these processes often
displaces their devotion to results. Consequently,
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the agency’s performance deficit might be that it
has forgotten what it is actually trying to accom-
plish—that it is following all of the required stan-
dard operating procedures without thinking about
how they do (or do not) contribute to the mission.
A school system might have hired a staff of tal-
ented teachers, and it might have selected a truly
effective curriculum. At the same time it might be
so arrested by the need to follow all procedures
required by the city council, the state board of
education, and (now) the federal government that
it fails to devote much attention to teaching its
students important skills and essential knowledge.

Outcomes. Unfortunately, government agencies
(like all organizations) do not produce outcomes.
Organizations produce outputs. The outcomes
are what happens outside the organization.
Automobile manufacturers do not produce trans-
portation; they produce cars. County health
departments do not produce health; they produce
measles immunizations and hypertension testings.
Society takes the outputs of many organizations
and converts them into outcomes. Society needs
public organizations that produce good, effective
outputs. Citizens might like to believe that govern-
ment produces societal outcomes (so that they
need not worry about their own contribution),
but public agencies can produce only outputs. 

When the leaders of a public agency are seeking
to identify their organization’s most consequen-
tial performance deficit, they have to work from 
a list of inputs, processes, and outputs—but 
not outcomes. They have to concentrate on the
aspects of performance that the organization, 
and its collaborators, can influence.15 They want
to select a performance deficit that is significantly
impairing the agency’s ability to influence the
outcomes to which its mission tells it to con-
tribute. Nevertheless, this performance deficit will
lie in the domains of either inputs, processes, or
outputs. 

The leaders have to understand the workings 
of their causal chain. They have to possess an
idea about what causes what. They have to
understand how their inputs are combined by
their organizational processes—how the opera-
tions and behaviors that go on inside their orga-
nizational black box produce their outputs. They

have to understand how their outputs interact
with societal processes to produce outcomes.

Identifying the organization’s performance deficit
is clearly a subjective judgment. Every organiza-
tion—no matter whether public or private; no
matter how well it is performing—has multiple
performance deficits. It has a variety of things
that, if it did them better, would enhance its
outputs, and thus the outcomes to which it con-
tributes. Someone has to choose. This is a leader-
ship requirement. If the individuals at the top 
of the organizational hierarchy fail to select the
performance deficits on which their organization
should focus, they have no claim to the title 
of leader.

The leaders of the organization can make this
selection brilliantly or haphazardly. They can put
some serious thought into the question, “On
which performance deficit should our organiza-
tion focus?” They can deliberately choose a big
deficit that, when eliminated, will have a major
impact on the organization’s performance. Or
they can just as deliberately select a small deficit
that, when eliminated, will demonstrate to those
working in the organization (and perhaps to mul-
tiple stakeholders) that they can accomplish even
more. Of course, even if they choose deliberately,
the organization’s leaders can choose badly.

Still, the biggest mistake is not to choose at
all—to avoid the responsibility for determining
what the organization should fix next.

Practice 3: Establish a Specific 
Performance Target
Having made the admittedly subjective judgment
about the aspect of the organization’s perform-
ance deficit on which it will focus, the leaders
need to make a second judgment. They need to
create an explicit performance target for closing
that deficit. That is, the leaders of the organiza-
tion need to specify what new level of success
the organization should attempt to achieve next
and by when.

Does the school system need to hire 20 more
highly qualified teachers before next September 1?
Or does it need to hire 200 of them? Does the
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school system need to select a new curriculum
package by June 1 (so that the teachers can study
it over the summer and be ready to use it by
September 1)? Or does it need to select the new
curriculum by January 30 (so that the teachers
can experiment with it during the spring)? Or, if
the school system has suitable teachers and an
appropriate curriculum, should it concentrate on
ratcheting up its output—on, say, improving its
average test scores in math from 75 to 85 in two
years, or on reducing the percentage of students
with math scores below 50 from 30 percent to 
5 percent in three years?

Note that the school system need not have
recruited the best teachers or have identified the
ideal curriculum before deciding to declare that
its most critical performance deficit is its test
scores in math or writing or history. It simply
needs to make the (again, admittedly subjective)
judgment that the performance deficit on which
it can make the biggest improvement is at the
output end of the causal chain. If, in trying to
improve test scores, it discovers that it needs a
different mix of teachers with pedagogical skills
more suited to its students or its curriculum, or a
different curriculum with a pedagogical strategy
that reflects the learning style of its students, it
can then make the necessary adjustments.

Regardless of whether an agency’s leaders choose
an input, a process, or an output as their per-
formance target, they need to ensure that it 
possesses two characteristics:

(1) They need to specify their target in sufficient
detail to ensure that a vast majority of people
will agree when it has been achieved.

(2) They need to attach to their target a specific
deadline.

Unless they have constructed a target with these
two characteristics, they have not created a real
performance target.

An input performance target. The leaders of a
health department might pick as their target the
introduction, by the end of the next calendar
year, of a new computer system to track obesity
in children. They might recognize that the

county’s children have recently become signifi-
cantly overweight and that they need to attack
this problem. At the same time, they might have
observed from the experiences of other counties
that, before creating some new organizational
processes for attacking the problem or before
beginning to focus on specific outputs, they
need to improve their operational infrastructure.
Of course, while some in the department are
bringing the new computer online, others can
work on improving the processes they will employ
or on identifying the appropriate outputs to pro-
duce. Nevertheless, the leaders have concluded
(given their professional experience, recent research,
and knowledge of the department’s culture) that
the biggest cause of their inadequate performance
is this input. Thus, their first performance target is
to eliminate this particular deficit.

A process performance target. Alternatively, this
health department’s leaders might choose as their
target a complete redesign, within two months,
of the strategic mechanism for conducting adult
hypertension testing and education. The leaders
recognize that the department is completely in-
effective at convincing adults to get tested and 
at educating those whose results are dangerously
high. Thus, it decides that it cannot begin to focus
on the output of the number of individuals it
tests and educates until it develops a completely
new strategy and procedures for doing so.

An output performance target. Finally, the lead-
ers of a health department might select as their
target the immunization of 99.5 percent of the
county’s three-year-olds against measles by June
30. The county has an adequate supply of the
vaccine and has developed an effective strategy
for reaching parents; it simply needs to energize
county employees to focus on output produc-
tion. Sure, there may be some dispute about how
many three-year-olds live in the county (should
we count the children of migrant farm workers
who move into the county in late May?), and
even some (though less) dispute about how
many children actually received a proper immu-
nization. Nevertheless, a rudimentary accounting
system should be able to certify, to most people’s
satisfaction, whether or not the target has been
achieved.
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Practice 4: Clarify Your Theoretical
Link between Target and Mission
Unfortunately, no performance target is precisely
the same as the organization’s mission. By achiev-
ing the target, the organization should further its
mission. Otherwise the leadership team would
not have chosen to focus on the related perfor-
mance deficit or have selected this as its next 
target. Still, the leaders need to make this con-
nection very clear. They need to define (for 
themselves individually, at least, and perhaps 
collectively) a mental model that explains how
meeting the target will help accomplish the 
mission.

In some circumstances, the causal connection
will be obvious. If a health department delivers
the proper measles immunization to a child, that
child’s probability of actually being immune to
measles, and thus healthier, is greater than 99
percent.16 The output of immunization is directly
connected to the outcome of a healthier child.
Moreover, the immunization process is relatively
simple and, if followed by certified personnel,
does not have a lot of defects; if a certified nurse
follows the standard operating procedures for
measles immunization, the immunization will
take. The theoretical linkage between achieving
the performance target and furthering the
agency’s mission is not theoretical at all. It has
been well established, very empirically. 

Unfortunately, most actions taken by most public
agencies are not connected this closely to their
mission. The causal link between the actions
taken by the agency to close its performance
deficit and the achievement of its mission may
be indirect, vague, poorly understood, or nonex-
istent. Consequently, the leaders of public agen-
cies cannot merely define a performance deficit,
select a performance target, and mobilize their
organization to achieve this target—all under the
(implicit) assumption that this will further its mis-
sion. These leaders need first to clarify explicitly
the nature of their theory that connects reaching
the target and furthering the mission. Then, once
they have reached the target, they need to check
to see whether this effort has, indeed, produced
some real improvement.
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Having created their performance framework, the
agency’s leaders must address a second question:
“How can we mobilize our people?” Having
created their performance target, the leaders
have to convince the people in the agency to
work intelligently and energetically to achieve
this target.

This effort to mobilize the resources of the organ-
ization is hardly mechanical. It, too, requires
leadership, but it does not require charisma.
Certainly, it would help if the leaders could walk
into an agency conference on a Friday afternoon
and so dazzle their staff that everyone leaves
determined to produce twice as much the next
week. Most leaders cannot do that. Instead, they
do a large number of mundane things that, col-
lectively, can have the same kind of gripping
impact on individual and organizational behavior.

Practice 5: Monitor and Report
Progress Frequently, Personally,
and Publicly
Again, this better practice is hardly mysterious.
The leaders of the organization have to track and
publish the performance data so that every team
knows that the leadership knows (and that every-
one else knows) how well every team is doing.17

This is the first step in motivating teams (and the
individuals on these teams) to achieve their per-
formance targets. The mechanism chosen to
monitor and report progress depends on both the
culture of the organization and the nature of the

performance targets. Still, whatever mechanism
the leaders choose, they need to ensure that it
provides several kinds of information.

First, this practice of monitoring and reporting
needs to dramatize that the organization’s leaders
are paying attention to its progress. The people in
any organization have an easy instrument for
determining what their leaders care about; they
measure how much time the leaders spend on
their various initiatives. If the leaders do not
spend time monitoring progress toward their per-
formance targets, the entire organization quickly 
realizes that the leaders do not really care.

After all, the leaders’ most valuable resource is
their own time. They can invent clever ways to
get around budgetary limits and regulatory con-
straints. But they face one eternal, immutable
constraint; like all other humans, they have only
168 hours in any week. They cannot squeeze
169 hours out of any week, save an hour from
one week to the next, or borrow an hour from 
a colleague or friend. Thus, the metaphor about
“spending time” is not a metaphor at all. It is
reality. People “spend” time just as they spend
money. Both are extremely valuable resources—
and time is scarcer than money.

Performance measurement is not performance
leadership. Performance measurement is a pas-
sive activity easily delegated to a few wonks in 
a back office. Performance leadership, however,
requires the ceaseless, active engagement of the
organization’s leaders.
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If these leaders do not spend time monitoring
the organization’s performance targets, everyone
soon figures out that they are really not interested.
If, however, these leaders do spend the time nec-
essary to dramatize that they are carefully follow-
ing progress, many in the organization will begin
to take the performance targets—and their part in
achieving them—seriously.

Second, this practice of monitoring and reporting
needs to dramatize how well different teams or
individuals are contributing to the overall target. 

In many circumstances, effective reporting can 
be done on a single piece of paper. If the respon-
sibility for achieving the performance target is
allocated among various teams within the agency,
the single piece of paper need contain only two
columns: Column A lists all the teams that made
their target for the last month, last quarter, or last
year; Column B lists all the teams that did not
make their target. I call this “The List.”18

For example, if a state health department creates
a production target for immunizations—during the
fiscal year give 95 percent of the state’s one-year-
olds the first dose of the measles vaccine—it can
allocate this target among the counties. Each county
also has a production target: give 95 percent of
its one-year-olds the first dose of the measles 
vaccine. At the end of the year, the reporting
mechanism is quite simple: Column A lists every
county that made its 95 percent target; Column B
lists every county that did not make this target.19

One consequence of such a reporting system is
that it can motivate improved performance.

What will the members of each county team do
when this report arrives? First, they will look to
see whether their own county is in Column A or
B. Next, they will look to see whether the coun-
ties of their closest colleagues are in Column A 
or B. Finally, they will realize that their colleagues
are checking to see whether their own county is
in Column A or B. To motivate performance, a
reporting mechanism needs to provide everyone
with three essential pieces of information:20

• It needs to tell every individual how well his
or her team is doing in achieving its assigned
target.

• It needs to tell every individual how well
every other team is doing in achieving its
assigned target.

• It needs to tell every individual that everyone
else knows how well his or her team is doing
in achieving its assigned target.

The performance target could be allocated
among individuals rather than teams. Teams,
however, have several obvious advantages. The
performance of most organizations depends on
cooperation among individuals (otherwise, we
would not need the organization). And to foster
such cooperation, leaders need to both select 
and assign targets to teams. In fact, they ought 
to create targets that can be assigned to teams.21

Whether the targets are allocated among teams or
individuals, however, everyone in the organiza-
tion must be part of a personal or collective unit
with responsibility for achieving a specified target. 
And every individual must get the three pieces 
of information about progress toward all of these
targets, be they for individuals or for teams. 

The leader of each team, naturally, faces an extra
burden and thus extra pressure, but the three
pieces of information should be made available
to everyone in the organization. After all, every-
one wants to be a winner. Everyone wants to be
in Column A. No one wants to be in Column B.
Consequently, if they have an opportunity to
move themselves from Column B to Column A,
they may try to do so. And if they see some of
their colleagues in Column A—teams composed
of individuals who, they believe, are neither
smarter nor more talented—making their targets,
their own ego may drive them to do what is nec-
essary to get themselves listed in Column A. 

This is competition, but not of the conventional
sort. When we think of the concept of competi-
tion, we typically (if only implicitly) think about
athletics. At the end of the season, one team is
the winner and all of the other teams are losers.
Traditional competition is a zero-sum game. But
the kind of competition created by The List does
not necessarily have only one winner. In fact,
every team can be a winner because every team
can achieve its own target. These teams are not
competing against each other. Each team com-
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petes against its own goal, and if it achieves its
goal, it moves to Column A—it becomes a win-
ner. Every team can be a winner (or a loser); its
success is not limited by the successes of other
teams.

I call this “friendly competition.”22 It is still com-
petition. Some teams can win; some teams can
lose. But neither the number of winners nor the
number of losers is predetermined before the
competition begins. Because everyone has the
opportunity to be a winner, the competition
need not be cutthroat.23 Teams that share their
secrets with their colleagues are not penalized.
This is the difference between competition
against each other and competition against a
goal. The latter is friendly competition.24

Competition motivates. This belief is a funda-
mental component of the American ideology.
But what exactly does it motivate? It does not
necessarily motivate people to win. It can moti-
vate people to simply quit. Competition will
motivate people to strive to win only if they
believe they have a real chance to win. If the
members of a team conclude that their chances
of winning are, effectively, zero, the competition
will hardly motivate them to ratchet up perform-
ance. Friendly competition can motivate every-
one because it gives every team—and thus
everyone—a chance to win.25

Practice 6: Build Operational
Capacity
Of course, no team can win unless the organiza-
tion’s leaders provide their teams with whatever
they need to achieve their targets. W. Edwards
Deming did not like goals or, as he often called
them, “quotas.” One of his reasons was that he
believed most organizations set goals for individ-
uals or teams but failed to provide them with the
operational capacity to achieve the goals. “I have
yet to see a quota that includes any trace of a
system by which to help anyone to do a better
job,” wrote Deming. Personal “goals are neces-
sary” and people should set them for themselves,
he argued; “but numerical goals set for other
people, without a road map to reach the goal,
have effects opposite to the effects sought.”26

Deming was, admittedly, talking about “numeri-
cal quotas for hourly workers,” the classical
“work standards” of scientific management.27

Nevertheless, Deming’s general point still applies.
If the leaders of an organization wish to improve
performance, they cannot just assign targets to
individuals or teams. They have to provide every-
one in the organization with the “system,” the
“road map”—whatever it takes to create the oper-
ational capacity necessary to achieve the targets.

This operational capacity might include money
and other resources, people and training, tech-
nology and production systems, the cooperation
of essential partners, and a road map of tactics
and strategies that help teams achieve their tar-
gets. Leaders cannot simply demand improved
performance. They cannot simply set new,
demanding performance targets. The organiza-
tion’s leadership has to give teams the capabili-
ties necessary for achieving these targets.

Practice 7: Take Advantage of
Small Wins to Reward Success
Having established a performance target, the
agency’s leaders need to dramatize that they 
recognize and appreciate what teams (and the
individuals on those teams) have accomplished.
And although moving a team from Column B to
Column A on a widely distributed piece of paper
(or the home page on the agency’s intranet) is
itself a reward, the leaders can do more. When 
a team achieves its annual target—or even makes
significant quarterly progress toward it—effective
leaders understand how to celebrate the success.
Some accomplishments warrant the simple recog-
nition of a sincere thank you. Other triumphs
require the leaders to kill the fatted calf. The
magnitude of the ceremony should match the
significance of the victory.

In public agencies, celebrating successes is under-
valued.28 So is saying “thank you.” There can be
a danger in over-celebrating a minor achievement.
In most organizations, however, the more com-
mon mistake is to under-acknowledge achieve-
ments of all sizes. Most public executives do 
not say thank you enough. As William James
once wrote: “I now perceive one immense omis-
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sion in my Psychology, — the deepest principle
of Human Nature is the craving to be appreci-
ated, and I left it out altogether from the book,
because I never had it gratified till now.”29

To foster an environment in which successes will
be celebrated more frequently, an agency’s lead-
ers can create more milestones. Do not just cre-
ate a performance target for the year. Break that
target down into quarterly and monthly targets.
And when a team has an important breakthrough,
the agency’s leaders need to find a way to signal,
both to this team and to everyone else through-
out the agency, that this group of individuals has
done something truly worthwhile.

This is Karl Weick’s “strategy of small wins.”30

Do not try to solve the problems of the world by
establishing one cosmic performance target. Do
not try to bring about international peace and
harmony by the end of the fiscal year. Instead,
create performance targets that move the organi-
zation closer to achieving its mission. “Pick a
winner,” advocates Robert Schaffer.31 Create per-
formance targets that give the people in the
organization the opportunity to win—to achieve
something that they (and those whose opinions
they value) recognize as consequential. Then the
agency’s leaders have to create a vehicle for mak-
ing sure that the team’s members (and, again,
those whose opinions they value) understand
that the leaders recognize the significance of the
achievement.32

This addiction strategy is really quite simple.
Create performance targets that people can hit.
Get them hooked on success. Give them an
opportunity to earn the adrenaline rush that
comes from accomplishing something worth-
while, and then give them the challenge of
accomplishing even more. 

This is why I describe this leadership approach
as a way to ratchet up performance. Each small
win creates not just a sense of accomplishment
but also a new and higher plateau—a new base-
line from which future performance must be
compared.

Practice 8: Create “Esteem
Opportunities”
Rewarding success is one way to ensure that the
members of high-performing teams can earn a
sense of accomplishment and thus gain both 
self-esteem and the esteem of their peers. And 
the opportunity to earn such esteem can be an
important motivational strategy for any organiza-
tion’s leaders.

After all, once people have satisfied their three
most basic needs on Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy,
they come to the “esteem needs”—the needs “for
self-respect, or self-esteem, and for the esteem of
others.” These needs, Maslow argues, must be
“soundly based upon real capacity, achievement,
and respect from others.” Thus, the need for
esteem includes the desire “for achievement, 
for adequacy, for confidence in the face of the
world.” But it also includes “the desire for repu-
tation or prestige (defining it as respect or esteem
from other people), recognition, attention,
importance or appreciation.”33

The leaders of a public agency can contribute to
the esteem needs of their organization’s employees
and collaborators. The leaders can give people
an opportunity to take pride in a real achieve-
ment. They can give people an opportunity to
gain a reputation for real achievement. Moreover,
in doing so, the agency’s leaders can contribute
to their organization’s ability to do even more.
For, writes Maslow, “satisfaction of the self-
esteem need leads to feelings of self-confidence,
worth, strength, capability and adequacy of
being useful and necessary in the world.”34

The strategy of small wins creates successes that
can convince people that they possess the abil-
ity to achieve even bigger wins. Thus, one of
the better practices that the leaders of public
agencies can employ to ratchet up performance
is to create opportunities for individuals to earn
this esteem—both self-esteem and the esteem 
of others.

The List—the two columns of teams that did and
did not achieve their targets—might be described
as an effort to create peer pressure. But the phrase
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“peer pressure” has come to mean (both in the
vernacular and in the psychological literature) 
the coercion that groups place on individual
members to engage in some kind of antisocial 
or pathological behavior. Most commonly, the
phrase “peer pressure” refers to the efforts of
teenagers to convince their socially responsible
peers to participate in the three evils of contem-
porary culture: sex, drugs, and rock & roll.

To distinguish this better practice from the cor-
rupting influence normally associated with peer
pressure, I am experimenting with the label
“esteem opportunities.” Leaders create esteem
opportunities for the people in their organization
by giving them a chance to shine. To do so, the
leaders have to create two opportunities. First,
they have to give people a chance to accomplish
something worthwhile. Second, they have to 
give people a chance to be recognized for the
accomplishment, particularly by colleagues,
friends, and others whose esteem they value. 
By setting performance targets, the leaders give
people the opportunity to do something useful
and important. By saying thank you and hosting
celebrations, these leaders recognize people’s
achievements.

Leaders have many ways to recognize accom-
plishment and thus to generate esteem. The List
is one. Saying thank you and hosting ceremonies
are others. But how can the leadership team sig-
nal that a team has done exceptionally well? If
every team has the opportunity to “win,” and if a
team can earn only two rankings—the success of
Column A or the failure of Column B—how can
the leaders create extra esteem for those whose
performance warrants special recognition?

One practice (that I have seen employed in a
variety of public organizations) is to ask the head
of a particularly successful team: “Would you
please come back to next month’s meeting and
tell us how you did it?” In doing so, the organi-
zation’s leaders thereby reward the team’s head
by giving him or her an esteem opportunity. At
the same time, they have rewarded this individ-
ual by giving him or her more work. For now,
this team leader must (1) keep up team perform-
ance during the coming month so as not to be

embarrassed by having to explain why the team
regressed, and (2) devote additional time to
preparing a coherent presentation to somehow
explain the team’s success. Still, the message will
be clear. Everyone will get it. This team has been
asked to report on its strategy, tactics, and processes
precisely because it is a high-performing team.

This esteem opportunity need not be limited to
the head of the team. The agency’s leaders could
also ask: “Would you please bring your team to
next month’s meeting and tell us how you all
did it?” Like saying thank you, esteem opportuni-
ties are not a scare resource that can be awarded
to just a few elites. They can be created for mul-
tiple individuals and teams throughout the
organization.

Moreover, this kind of esteem opportunity pro-
vides for technology transfer, and thus helps to
build operational capacity. It gives those on the
less successful teams—and often those on the
more successful teams, too—the chance to learn
new strategies, tactics, and processes. Although
the explanations offered by some team members
may not be as articulate or clear as ones that the
agency’s leaders might produce, such imperfect
explanations come with one added advantage.
Those listening to a convoluted explanation of
what everyone accepts to be a significant success
can easily conclude: “They aren’t so smart. If they
can do it, we certainly can do it, too.”

PERFORMANCE LEADERSHIP
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Achieving a performance target, however, is not
enough. Once a public agency has made its first
performance target, it cannot stop. The leaders of
the organization have to address a third question:
“How must we change to do even better?” 

To answer this question, they have to answer 
several others: “How has our performance deficit
changed?” “What is our performance deficit now?”
“Have we reduced our deficit but not enough, 
so that we need to concentrate on reducing it
even more?” “Or have we eliminated it—or, at
least, reduced it to such a small level—so that
we ought to concentrate on a bigger and more
significant performance deficit?” And finally:
“What should be our new performance target?”
To answer these questions, the leaders of public
organizations need data and analysis.

The organization’s leaders can make such adjust-
ments at any time; but they certainly ought to
think carefully about their targets before the begin-
ning of the next fiscal year. Then, once they have
created their new performance target for the next
year, next quarter, next month, or next week, they
have to figure out how to mobilize the people in
their organization and their collaborators to achieve
this new, more demanding level of performance:
“What operational capacity do we need to achieve
this new target?” “How can we monitor and report
progress so as to create friendly competition?” “How
should we reward success, and how can we create
esteem opportunities?”

To answer such questions, the agency’s leaders
need to examine carefully what they have accom-
plished and why: “Does our theory about causal
links between targets and mission still hold? Or
must we revise it?” “What can we learn from our
past successes and failures, and how can we
apply these lessons to ratchet up performance
even further?” Like everyone else in the organiza-
tion, the leaders are hooked. Having achieved a
significant success, they know people are expect-
ing even more. They have to ask: “How do we
ratchet performance up again?”

Practice 9: Check for Distortions
and Mission Accomplishment
Unfortunately, achieving the performance target
does not guarantee that the organization achieves
its mission. Achieving the target does not even
guarantee that the organization has helped to
accomplish its mission. Thus, the leaders of the
organization need to verify that people are pursu-
ing their targets in ways that do, indeed, further
the mission (not in ways that either fail to help or
even undermine the effort). They need to check
for a variety of distortions in which achieving the
target may not have contributed significantly to
accomplishing the mission.

After all, the leader’s theoretical link between 
target and mission may not be perfect. Indeed,
this link may not even exist. It is always difficult,
in any organization, to predict cause-and-effect 
relationships—to understand the complex inter-
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actions that are going on inside the organiza-
tional black box. The organization’s leaders can
take specific actions based on the perfectly rea-
sonable prediction (derived from established the-
ory or personal experience) that it will create
behavior that will then produce the results they
desire—or, at least, something close to these
results—only to discover that actual conse-
quences of these actions are quite different. They
have no guarantee that the mental model they
used to create their theoretical link between target
and mission is correct, or even close to correct.

The leaders need to check carefully to be sure
that the agency has, by achieving its performance
target, indeed helped further its true purpose.
Did their organizational black box respond as
they predicted? If their theoretical link does not
appear to work as they predicted, they have to
figure out why.

The target could have encouraged perverse
behavior. Mason Haire’s oft-quoted observation,
“What gets measured gets done,” is very specific.
If an organization measures progress toward a
performance target, people will do things that
help achieve that target. Haire, however, makes
no guarantee that they will do things that help
further the organization’s mission. People will
focus their efforts not on the difficult-to-accom-
plish mission but on the easy-to-measure targets.
Consequently, if the leaders have chosen the
wrong targets—if they have chosen the wrong
thing to measure—they will distort the behavior
of people within the organization in such a way
as to hit the targets but contribute little or noth-
ing to the mission.

This can be true even if everyone in the organiza-
tion is purely dedicated to the mission. Their
behavior will be influenced by the visibility of
the target, by the periodic monitoring and report-
ing, and by the recognition and esteem that
come from hitting interim and final targets. (This
is one reason why the leadership needs to con-
tinue to emphasize not only the specific targets
but also the overall mission.)

Moreover, if people in the agency feel too much
pressure to achieve their targets, they will begin
to cheat. As the 20th-century American philoso-

pher William Claude Dukenfield (a.k.a. W. C.
Fields) once observed, “A thing worth having is
a thing worth cheating for.”35 And, just as the
19th-century American philosopher George
Washington Plunkitt distinguished between dis-
honest graft (which was illegal) and honest graft
(which was perfectly legal, though everyone
knew it was graft),36 I want to distinguish
between two types of cheating: honest cheating
and dishonest cheating.37

Dishonest cheating is illegal. You can go to jail
for it (though you may only lose your job). In
recent years, in response to the pressure to
improve student test scores, some educators have
engaged in dishonest cheating. After an exam,
some teachers have driven up individual student
scores, and thus school scores, by erasing wrong
answers and replacing them with correct answers.
Some district officials have driven up district
scores by doctoring the data that they report.
And, of course, during a test, a teacher can help
improve an individual student’s score by leaning
over and saying, “Johnny, you might want to
recheck your answer to question five.”38

Honest cheating, however, is perfectly legal. 
Yet, we think of it as cheating. Honest cheating
involves focusing strictly on achieving the target
while ignoring the mission. Honest cheaters 
do not care about the mission, only about the
target (and its associated rewards). Of course, by
emphasizing the importance of the target—and
by rewarding teams that reach their targets—the
organization’s leaders are simultaneously encour-
aging this honest cheating. They should not be
surprised that people and teams, in their rush to
achieve their performance targets, will tend to
neglect (or even subvert) the mission.

In education, honest cheating is called “teaching
to the test.” It is perfectly legal to teach to the
test. Indeed, in many ways, we want our teachers
to do so; we want them to help their students
learn the knowledge and capabilities necessary 
to pass the test. At the same time, we do not
want teachers to devote so much effort to teach-
ing their students precisely what will be tested in
the annual, standardized exam that they fail to
cover other kinds of knowledge and capabilities
that are important but will not, and perhaps 
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cannot, be on the standardized test. As one 
education expert often notes, “The challenge in
educational testing is designing a test worth
teaching to.”

The same is true for other performance targets.
The challenge of performance leadership is to
create a target that we really want people to
achieve—a target that it would be worth cheat-
ing honestly to achieve. The leaders of a public
agency need to establish a performance target
such that when people adjust their behavior to
achieve it, they are simultaneously adjusting
their behavior in ways that further the agency’s
mission.

Practice 10: Analyze a Large 
Number and a Wide Variety of 
Indicators
The leaders of the organization need to learn not
only whether they have created any distortions,
whether their agency has engaged in any cheat-
ing, and whether their agency is making progress
toward achieving its mission. Regardless of how
well the agency has done, they also need to
learn how to improve. For all of these purposes,
the leaders need to examine many forms of
data—both quantitative and qualitative. 

Some of this learning will be quantitatively
sophisticated. After all, doing a conscientious
evaluation of a public agency’s impact is a
complex undertaking. It requires a sophisticated
analysis of a multitude of potential influences 
as well as some subtle judgments about how to
measure progress toward the mission.39 It also
requires a lot of very clean, quantitative data.40

Some of this learning, however, will rely on data
that are significantly less quantitative and signifi-
cantly less verifiable. It will come in the form 
of anecdotes and casual observations that may,
however, be no less helpful. Particularly when
the challenge is to uncover distortions and to
develop ways to improve for next year, the orga-
nization’s leaders may find that examining such
qualitative data analytically (though not mathe-
matically) can be of significant help.

The leaders can employ quantitative analysis to
determine whether their agency is accomplishing
its mission. But what they really want to know is
whether they are moving their organization in the
proper direction. A public agency’s leaders need
not seek to determine whether they have achieved
their mission, for they never will. Instead, they
need to learn whether or not they have done a
better job recently. They need to learn whether or
not their performance strategy is truly furthering
their mission.

Once they are convinced that they are making
progress, the leaders have to determine why:
What are the things that they have done that
have contributed significantly to their progress? It
would be nice to be able to use quantitative
analysis to answer this question—to determine
precisely what actions contributed most to their
progress. Their organization’s data set, unfortu-
nately, will rarely be robust enough to answer
this question. But, then, the leaders do not need
to determine the best practice. They need to
uncover only a better practice—or two. Then
they can employ these better practices in a way
that ratchets up performance some more.

Thus, the analytical task of determining what has
worked, what has not worked, and what needs to
be done to improve performance requires exam-
ining a diversity of indicators. Some indicators
will be found in formal data sets collected by 
the agency or by other organizations. Additional
indicators will be found in careful, if serendipitous,
observations in the reports from the heads of 
successful teams about how (they think) they
achieved their targets, and in the complaints
about inadequate resources, perverse incentives,
or distortions.

Practice 11: Adjust Mission,
Target, Theory, Monitoring and
Reporting, Operational Capacity,
Rewards, Esteem Opportunities,
and/or Analysis
The learning that results from checking for distor-
tions, from evaluating mission accomplishment,
and from analyzing numerous indicators, itself,
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accomplishes very little. The leaders of the
agency need to act on this learning, making the
modifications necessary to ratchet performance
up another notch.

The leaders may change any of the key compo-
nents of their performance strategy—creating a
new performance target, modifying how they
monitor and report performance, reallocating
resources, creating new operational capacity,
revising rewards, inventing new esteem opportuni-
ties, or adjusting how they conduct their analyses.
They might even decide to modify their mission.
If they have significantly improved their opera-
tional capacity, they might extend their agency’s
operating mandate to include other authorized
(but underemphasized) purposes.41 Or, on discov-
ering that they lack some key capability—be that
essential funding or cooperative collaborators—
they might contract their ambitions.

PERFORMANCE LEADERSHIP
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Thus, the cycle begins all over again. But I do
not think of this as a neatly drawn, annual circle,
containing 11 boxes with 11 (unidirectional)
arrows connecting Box N to Box N+1 (and, at
the end, Box 11 to Box 1). Rather, my opera-
tional diagram is quite messy.42 After all, if the
leaders of a public agency learn something in
month three, rather than waiting until the end 
of the year to make the implied change, they will
make the change immediately. Indeed, if they 
are truly trying to ratchet up performance, they
are constantly making changes.43

Thus, this approach to performance leadership 
is a treadmill—a treadmill for the organization’s
leaders, for its employees, and for its collabora-
tors. And once they jump on the treadmill, they
cannot get off. They have to keep running—with
the success on one lap requiring even more 
success on the next. 

Business executives are accustomed to this tread-
mill. Shareholders do not say, “Because you did
such a good job this year, you can take next year
off.” Instead, this year’s performance becomes
the baseline for measuring next year’s accom-
plishments. In business, the expectations of the
investors create the performance treadmill. Every
year, the investors demand that a firm ratchet up
its performance.

Although these 11 better practices reflect obser-
vations of public-sector organizations and are
designed specifically for them, they can help any
organization—public, private, or nonprofit—
ratchet up performance. The leaders of a public-
sector organization are not, however, required to
jump on the performance treadmill. After all,
they have a lot of other responsibilities. Citizens
are not single-minded in demanding that this
year’s performance become the baseline for next
year’s improvements. They are at least as focused
on demanding that the leaders of public agen-
cies deploy their financial assets precisely as pre-
scribed by legislation and that they treat citizens,
employees and applicants, vendors and bidders
very, very fairly. These demands are enough to
keep any self-respecting public manager quite
busy. Why not focus on meeting the accountabil-
ity demands for finances and fairness, and leave
the demands for improving performance to a 
successor?44

If, however, the leaders of a public agency do
wish to ratchet up performance—if they choose
to jump on the performance treadmill—these 11
better practices offer one approach that they can
employ to exercise performance leadership.
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1. I make a clear distinction between “perform-
ance systems” and “performance management.” A per-
formance system is a government-wide effort. One kind
of performance system is performance measurement;
another is performance budgeting. It is a system just like
a procurement system or a personnel system. Like any
system, it requires public agencies to follow rules and
regulations, to publish annual reports, and to leave paper
trails that permit others to audit compliance with these
rules and regulations. The Government Performance and
Results Act is one such system.

Performance management is not a system.
Performance management is more than performance
measurement. To me, performance management is the
active, conscious efforts of the leadership of a public
agency to produce more, or better, or more consequen-
tial results that citizens value. In both the academic and
political worlds, however, the phrase “performance 
management” is commonly used to mean a mere per-
formance system. Thus, to emphasize my distinction, 
I will use the contrasting labels of (1) performance 
systems, and (2) performance leadership.

Are CompStat and CitiStat performance sys-
tems? They are certainly government-wide (or, at least,
agency-wide) efforts to require different units to do spe-
cific things. But, the public leaders who created these
efforts hardly thought of them as systems that, once 
created, would continue to function on automatic pilot.
Instead, Commissioner William Bratton of the New 
York Police Department and Mayor Martin O’Malley of
Baltimore both recognized that to make their approach
work to improve performance required the constant
attention of top leadership. If the top leaders of the
department or the city stop going to the meetings, the
system will have no impact on the behavior of the 
managers at the next level.

2. Robert D. Behn, “Creating Leadership Capacity
for the Twenty-First Century: Not Another Technical Fix,”
in John D. Donahue and Joseph S. Nye, Jr. (eds.), For the
People: Can We Fix Public Service? (Washington, D.C.:
The Brookings Institution, 2003), pp. 191–224.

3. There are, of course, many definitions of 
“the new public management.” For mine, see Robert D.
Behn, Rethinking Democratic Accountability
(Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 2001),
chapter 2, “Performance and the New Public
Management,” pp. 22–39.

4. Donald F. Kettl, “The Global Revolution in
Public Management: Driving Themes, Missing Links,”
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, Vol. 16,
No. 3 (Summer 1997), pp. 447–448.

5. The Report of the National Commission on 
the Public Service, Leadership for America, Rebuilding
the Public Service (Washington, D.C.: The National
Commission on the Public Service, 1999), pp. 42–44.
Task Force Reports to the National Commission on 
the Public Service, Leadership for America, Rebuilding
the Public Service (Washington, D.C.: The National
Commission on the Public Service, 1999), pp. 140–
146, 150.

6. The following does not reflect the personality-
trait school of leadership. Instead of examining the 
individual attributes and virtues that may convert an 
individual into a leader, I am focusing on the leadership
activities and actions that can help public managers
improve the performance of their agencies.

7. Eugene Bardach, Getting Agencies to Work
Together: The Practice and Theory of Managerial
Craftsmanship (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings
Institution, 1998), pp. 35–41.

Endnotes
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8. A note to legislators, budget officers, and other
overhead regulators: Please do not attempt to impose
this “approach” on all of the departments, agencies, and
bureaus within your jurisdiction by requiring them to
jump through 11 more hoops. Please do not demand
that they file an 11-chapter annual report explaining in
detail how they followed each of the 11 practices. If you
really want to improve the performance of particular
agencies, help the managers become leaders by provid-
ing them with opportunities to learn how to use these 
11 (and other) leadership practices.

9. Those that I have investigated in some detail
include the Massachusetts Department of Public
Welfare, the Massachusetts Department of Revenue, 
the New York City Bureau of Motor Equipment, the
Washington Department of Labor and Industries, and
Homestead Air Force Base. These investigations include
not only the traditional after-the-fact interviews with key
individuals at multiple levels in the organization, but
also, for many of these organizations, in-process observa-
tions of the leaders in action at internal meetings and
other settings.

10. For example, much has been written about the
CompStat strategy for improving the performance of the
New York City Police Department (and the police
departments of other cities):

• William Bratton with Peter Knobler,
Turnaround: How America’s Top Cop Reversed
the Crime Epidemic (New York: Random
House, 1998).

• James Lardner, “The C.E.O. Cop,” The New
Yorker (February 6, 1995), pp. 45–46, 51–57.

• Jack Maple with Chris Mitchell, The Crime
Fighter: How You Can Make Your Community
Crime-Free (New York: Doubleday, 1999).

• Paul E. O’Connell, Using Performance Data for
Accountability: The New York City Police
Department’s CompStat Model of Police
Management (Washington, D.C.: The IBM Center
for The Business of Government, August 2001).

• Eli B. Silverman, NYPD Battles Crime:
Innovative Strategies in Policing (Boston:
Northeastern University Press, 2001).

• Chris Smith, “The NYPD Guru,” New York
(April 1, 1996), pp. 29–34.

• Dennis C. Smith and William J. Bratton,
“Performance Management in New York City:
CompStat and the Revolution in Police
Management,” in Quicker, Better, Cheaper?
Managing Performance in American
Government, Dall Forsythe (ed.), (Albany:
Rockefeller Institute Press, 2001).

For another example of performance leadership,
see Burton Rosenthal, “Lead Poisoning (A),” C14-75-123.0,
and “Lead Poisoning (B),” C14-75-124.0 (John F. Kennedy
School of Government, Harvard University, 1975).

11. I apologize for having 11 practices; the original
version of this list had an even six practices. (See Robert
D. Behn, Leadership Counts: Lessons for Public
Managers from the Massachusetts Welfare, Training, and
Employment Program (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1991), chapter four, “Managing for
Performance,” pp. 49–82.) Indeed, when producing a list
of almost anything, it is incumbent upon the list pro-
ducer to edit the elements so that they number 10 or 12,
or perhaps five, six, or eight. Lists of seven or nine or 13
have been traditionally inadmissible. David Letterman
never reads a top-11 list.

Nevertheless, as I have attempted to observe
and define some better practices for performance man-
agement, I have been unable to justify cutting the list to
10 or to warrant expanding it to 12. I put each item on
this list because I wanted to emphasize it. For example, 
I could have combined Practice 9 (Check for cheating,
distortions, and mission accomplishment) with Practice
10 (Analyze a large number and a wide variety of indi-
cators). After all, Practice 10 is how you do Practice 9.
But I wanted to make both of these activities stand out.
Similarly, Practice 3 (Establish a performance target) is
hardly more than an obvious extension of Practice 2
(Identify the organization’s most consequential perform-
ance deficit). Yet, again, I wanted to distinguish the two
actions and emphasize the importance of both; thus I
gave them separate numbers.

Nevertheless, it would be nice to add one item
(but not two) to create a list containing an even dozen
practices, thus eliminating the dissonance that readers
will feel when confronted with an oddball list of 11. Any
suggestions?

12. For a discussion of “management by groping
along,” see Robert D. Behn, “Management by Groping
Along,” The Journal of Policy Analysis and Management,
Vol. 7, No. 4 (Fall 1988), pp. 643–663; and Behn,
Leadership Counts, chapter seven, “Management by
Groping Along,” pp. 127–150.

13. See Behn, Leadership Counts, p. 127.
14. Scott Adams, The Dilbert Principle: A

Cubicle’s-Eye View of Bosses, Meetings, Management
Fads & Other Workplace Afflictions (New York:
HarperBusiness, 1996), p. 36.

15. This argument depends, of course, on my defi-
nition of outputs and outcomes. Many people use these
two words as if their distinction were self-obvious, at
least at the abstract level. When faced with a specific
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public agency with a particular set of responsibilities,
however, people will not necessarily define the agency’s
output or outcome in the same way. My definition of an
output is what the agency itself produces—what it puts
out the door.

For a school system, the output is students with
diplomas, knowledge, and skills. But, of course, the 
outcome arrives only many years later when the school
system’s students have become adults. The outcome to
which we citizens want a school system to contribute is
that its graduates grow up to be productive employees
and responsible citizens. Obviously, numerous societal
influences affect what a community’s children become
when they grow up; the school system is only one such
influence.

For a health department, the output might be
the children immunized against measles and the adults
tested for hypertension. But, of course, the outcome that
we care about is the health of people in the community.
And a county health department cannot control the
behavior of adults who have dangerously high blood
pressure even if it gives these adults the latest warnings
and advice in the most persuasive of ways. Similarly, 
the department cannot even ensure that all of the com-
munity’s parents will respond to its immunization
announcements and warnings and get their children
immunized (though requiring immunization for school
attendance can help).

The leaders of a public agency can broaden the
boundaries of their organization by recruiting collaborators
to contribute to their outputs. A school superintendent
can convince parents and civic leaders to take responsi-
bility for contributing to the education of the district’s
students. A county health officer can recruit others to
help convince adults with hypertension that they should
eat differently and exercise more or to help convince
parents to get their children immunized. Such entrepre-
neurship broadens the operational boundary of the
“organization” and thus helps to create better outputs—
and, we assume and hope, better outcomes. Still, even
the most creative public managers cannot completely
control (what I define as) the outcomes. Society simply
comes with too many other influences.

16. “Studies indicate that more than 99 percent of
persons who receive two doses of measles vaccine (with
the first dose administered no earlier than the first birth-
day) develop serologic evidence of measles immunity.”
William L. Atkinson, Charles Wolfe, Sharon G.
Humiston, Rick Nelson (eds.), Epidemiology and
Prevention of Vaccine-Preventable Diseases, 7th edition

(Atlanta, Ga.: The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2002), p. 104.

17. Here I assume that responsibility for achieving
the agency’s performance target will be divided among
several teams rather than individuals. If the target was 
to immunize 99.5 percent of the children in a county
against measles, the county could be divided into dis-
tricts; then a team could be assigned to each district and
given its own target. If the target was to introduce a new
computer system, that task could be broken down into
subtasks; different teams could be assigned to complete
each such subtask. Of course, these targets or tasks could
be assigned to individuals rather than teams.

18. Robert D. Behn, “On the motivational impact
of: The List,” Bob Behn’s Public Management Report,
Vol. 1, No. 2 (October 2003): http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/
TheBehnReport/October2003.pdf.

19. The creation of Column B can be considered
an effort to shame those who failed to make their targets.
Thus, being listed in Column B can be considered a 
punishment. But if the original targets were fair, if other
teams made their (equally demanding) targets, and if the
teams listed in Column B were not arbitrarily prevented
from making their targets (and thus moving to Column
A), the shame or punishment is self-inflicted.

Of course, The List needs to contain only
Column A. Column B can be left off. But will the shame
or punishment be any less? After all, everyone who sees
Column A can immediately calculate who is in the
missing Column B.

Note that for some people in some circum-
stances, shaming may be an effective motivational 
strategy. For example, King and Mathers report that
“rewards, recognition, and the avoidance of negative
publicity and sanctions are important to upwardly
mobile [school] principals.” Richard A. King and Judith
K. Mathers, “Improving Schools Through Performance-
Based Accountability and Financial Rewards,” Journal 
of Education Finance, Vol. 23 (Fall 1997), p. 175.

20. For an example of how the leader of one public
agency used a single piece of paper to convey these
three pieces of information, see Behn, Leadership
Counts, pp. 70–73. For an example of how the leader of
a quite different public organization used billboards to
convey the same three pieces of information, see Robert
D. Behn, “Homestead Air Force Base” and “Homestead
Air Force Base: Sequel.”

21. I am grateful to Frederick Thompson for not 
letting me forget this point. Personal communication,
October 23, 2003.
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22. Robert D. Behn, “On the characteristics of:
Friendly Competition,” Bob Behn’s Public Management
Report, Vol. 1, No. 3 (November 2003):
http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport/
November2003.pdf.

23. Several years ago, while visiting the campus 
of Johns Hopkins University at the beginning of the fall
semester, I picked up a copy of the first issue of the 
student newspaper, which, as a courtesy to freshmen,
included a glossary of key university slang. And perhaps
the most valuable service contained in this list was an
explanation of the practice of “throating.” Many under-
graduates have chosen to attend Johns Hopkins as a
pathway to medical school. Of course, each medical
school admits only a fixed number of Johns Hopkins
graduates. Consequently, this is a fixed-sum game. For
every Johns Hopkins undergraduate who is admitted to
the medical school at Harvard, Duke, or the University
of San Francisco, one other student is not. So the premed
undergraduates see themselves in very unfriendly com-
petition with each other. In fact, some see it to be in their
direct interest to sabotage the laboratory experiments of
their colleagues. This is “throating.”

24. For an example of friendly competition, see
Behn, “Homestead Air Force Base” and “Homestead Air
Force Base: Sequel.”

25. Note that different people can have different def-
initions of winning. For example, Peter Vaill observes that,
even for a sports team, it is not easy to define winning:

A former college basketball coach
once told me that one of the coach’s
key problems is to get all the players
to define “winning” in the same way.
For some, winning can mean always
being willing to play hurt; for others, it
can mean never playing hurt. Where
one player may believe in starting fast
and hanging on, another will take it
easy early in the game and go all out
at the end. For one, each game can be
an individual freestanding challenge;
for another, the challenge is a series of
games, or even a whole season. Some
players regard all opponents equally;
for others, some opponents are much
more important than other opponents,
and winning against one of the others
isn’t really “winning.”
As Grady Little, former manager of the Boston

Red Sox, observed, “You’ve got to win the World Series
in Boston before it’s considered winning.” Gordon Edes,

“Little unsure he wants job,” The Boston Globe, October
23, 2003, p. C4.
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Why Measure Performance?
Different Purposes Require Different Measures

Performance measurement is not an end in itself. So why should public managers measure perfor-
mance? Because they may find such measures helpful in achieving eight specific managerial pur-
poses. As part of their overall management strategy, public managers can use performance mea-
sures to evaluate, control, budget, motivate, promote, celebrate, learn, and improve. Unfortu-
nately, no single performance measure is appropriate for all eight purposes. Consequently, public
managers should not seek the one magic performance measure. Instead, they need to think seri-
ously about the managerial purposes to which performance measurement might contribute and
how they might deploy these measures. Only then can they select measures with the characteristics
necessary to help achieve each purpose. Without at least a tentative theory about how perfor-
mance measures can be employed to foster improvement (which is the core purpose behind the
other seven), public managers will be unable to decide what should be measured.

Everyone is measuring performance.1 Public managers
are measuring the performance of their organizations, their
contractors, and the collaboratives in which they partici-
pate. Congress, state legislatures, and city councils are in-
sisting that executive-branch agencies periodically report
measures of performance. Stakeholder organizations want
performance measures so they can hold government ac-
countable. Journalists like nothing better than a front-page
bar chart that compares performance measures for various
jurisdictions—whether they are average test scores for the
city’s schools or FBI uniform crime statistics for the state’s
cities. Moreover, public agencies are taking the initiative
to publish compilations of their own performance mea-
surements (Murphey 1999). A major trend among the na-
tions that comprise the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, concludes Alexander Kouzmin
(1999) of the University of Western Sydney and his col-
leagues, is “the development of measurement systems
which enable comparison of similar activities across a num-
ber of areas,” (122) and which “help to establish a perfor-
mance-based culture in the public sector” (123). “Perfor-
mance measurement,” writes Terrell Blodgett of the
University of Texas and Gerald Newfarmer of Manage-
ment Partners, Inc., is “(arguably) the hottest topic in gov-
ernment today” (1996, 6).

Why Measure Performance?
What is behind all of this measuring of performance?

What do people expect to do with the measures—other
than use them to beat up on some underperforming agency,
bureaucrat, or contractor? How are people actually using
these performance measures? What is the rationale that
connects the measurement of government’s performance
to some higher purpose? After all, neither the act of mea-
suring performance nor the resulting data accomplishes
anything itself; only when someone uses these measures
in some way do they accomplish something. For what pur-
poses do—or might—people measure the performance of
public agencies, public programs, nonprofit and for-profit
contractors, or the collaboratives of public, nonprofit, and
for-profit organizations that deliver public services?2

Why measure performance? Because measuring perfor-
mance is good. But how do we know it is good? Because
business firms all measure their performance, and every-
one knows that the private sector is managed better than
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the public sector. Unfortunately, the kinds of financial ra-
tios the business world uses to measure a firm’s perfor-
mance are not appropriate for the public sector. So what
should public agencies measure? Performance, of course.
But what kind of performance should they measure, how
should they measure it, and what should they do with these
measurements? A variety of commentators offer a variety
of purposes:
• Joseph Wholey of the University of Southern California

and Kathryn Newcomer of George Washington University
observe that “the current focus on performance
measurement at all levels of government and in nonprofit
organizations reflects citizen demands for evidence of
program effectiveness that have been made around the
world” (1997, 92).

• In their case for performance monitoring, Wholey and the
Urban Institute’s Harry Hatry note that “performance
monitoring systems are beginning to be used in budget
formulation and resource allocation, employee motivation,
performance contracting, improving government services
and improving communications between citizens and
government” (1992, 604), as well as for “external
accountability purposes” (609).

• “Performance measurement may be done annually to
improve public accountability and policy decision
making,” write Wholey and Newcomer, “or done more
frequently to improve management and program
effectiveness” (1997, 98).

• The Governmental Accounting and Standards Board
suggests that performance measures are “needed for
setting goals and objectives, planning program activities
to accomplish these goals, allocating resources to these
programs, monitoring and evaluating the results to
determine if they are making progress in achieving the
established goals and objectives, and modifying program
plans to enhance performance” (Hatry et al. 1990, v).

• Municipalities, notes Mary Kopczynski of the Urban
Institute and Michael Lombardo of the International City/
County Management Association, can use comparative
performance data in five ways: “(1) to recognize good
performance and to identify areas for improvement; (2)
to use indicator values for higher-performing jurisdic-
tions as improvement targets by jurisdictions that fall
short of the top marks; (3) to compare performance
among a subset of jurisdictions believed to be similar in
some way (for example, in size, service delivery practice,
geography, etc); (4) to inform stakeholders outside of
the local government sector (such as citizens or business
groups); and (5) to solicit joint cooperation in improving
future outcomes in respective communities” (1999, 133).

• Advocates of performance measurement in local
government, observes David Ammons of the University
of North Carolina, “have promised that more sophisticat-

ed measurement systems will undergird management
processes, better inform resource allocation decisions,
enhance legislative oversight, and increase accounta-
bility” (1995, 37).

• Performance measurement, write David Osborne and
Peter Plastrik in The Reinventor’s Fieldbook, “enables
officials to hold organizations accountable and to
introduce consequences for performance. It helps citizens
and customers judge the value that government creates
for them. And it provides managers with the data they
need to improve performance” (2000, 247).

• Robert Kravchuk of Indiana University and Ronald
Schack of the Connecticut Department of Labor do not
offer a specific list of purposes for measuring perfor-
mance. Nevertheless, imbedded in their proposals for
designing effective performance measures, they suggest
a number of different purposes: planning, evaluation,
organizational learning, driving improvement efforts,
decision making, resource allocation, control, facilitat-
ing the devolution of authority to lower levels of the hi-
erarchy, and helping to promote accountability (Krav-
chuck and Schack 1996, 348, 349, 350, 351).
Performance measures can be used for multiple pur-

poses. Moreover, different people have different purposes.
Legislators have different purposes than journalists. Stake-
holders have different purposes than public managers.
Consequently, I will focus on just those people who man-
age public agencies.

Eight Managerial Purposes for Measuring
Performance

What purpose—exactly—is a public manager attempt-
ing to achieve by measuring performance? Even for this
narrower question, the answer isn’t obvious. One analyst
admonishes public managers: “Always remember that the
intent of performance measures is to provide reliable and
valid information on performance” (Theurer 1998, 24). But
that hardly answers the question. What will public manag-
ers do with all of this reliable and valid information? Pro-
ducing reliable and valid reports of government perfor-
mance is no end in itself. All of the reliable and valid data
about performance is of little use to public managers if
they lack a clear idea about how to use them or if the data
are not appropriate for this particular use. So what, ex-
actly, will performance measurement do, and what kinds
of measures do public managers need to do this? Indeed,
what is the logic behind all of this performance measure-
ment—the causal link between the measures and the pub-
lic manager’s effort to achieve specific policy purposes?

Hatry offers one of the few enumerated lists of the uses
of performance information. He suggests that public man-
agers can use such information to perform ten different
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tasks: to (1) respond to elected officials’ and the public’s
demands for accountability; (2) make budget requests; (3)
do internal budgeting; (4) trigger in-depth examinations
of performance problems and possible corrections; (5)
motivate; (6) contract; (7) evaluate; (8) support strategic
planning; (9) communicate better with the public to build
public trust; and (10) improve.3 Hatry notes that improv-
ing programs is the fundamental purpose of performance
measurement, and all but two of these ten uses—improv-
ing accountability and increasing communications with the
public—“are intended to make program improvements that
lead to improved outcomes” (1999b, 158, 157).

My list is slightly different. From the diversity of rea-
sons for measuring performance, I think public managers
have eight primary purposes that are specific and distinct
(or only marginally overlapping4). As part of their overall
management strategy, the leaders of public agencies can
use performance measurement to (1) evaluate; (2) control;
(3) budget; (4) motivate; (5) promote; (6) celebrate; (7)
learn; and (8) improve.5

This list could be longer or shorter. For the measure-
ment of performance, the public manager’s real purpose—
indeed, the only real purpose—is to improve performance.
The other seven purposes are simply means for achieving
this ultimate purpose. Consequently, the choice of how
many subpurposes—how many distinct means—to include
is somewhat arbitrary. But my major point is not. Instead,
let me emphasize: The leaders of public agencies can use
performance measures to achieve a number of very differ-
ent purposes, and they need to carefully and explicitly
choose their purposes. Only then can they identify or cre-
ate specific measures that are appropriate for each indi-
vidual purpose.6

Of the various purposes that others have proposed for
measuring performance, I have not included on my list: plan-
ning, decision making, modifying programs, setting per-
formance targets, recognizing good performance, compar-
ing performance, informing stakeholders, performance
contracting, and promoting accountability. Why not? Be-
cause these are really subpurposes of one (or more) of the
eight basic purposes. For example, planning, decision mak-
ing, and modifying are implicit in two of my eight, more
basic, purposes: budgeting and improving. The real reason
that managers plan, or make decisions, or modify programs
is to either reallocate resources or to improve future perfor-
mance. Similarly, the reason that managers set performance
targets is to motivate, and thus to improve. To compare per-
formance among jurisdictions is—implicitly but undeni-
ably—to evaluate them. Recognizing good performance is
designed to motivate improvements. Informing stakehold-
ers both promotes and gives them the opportunity to evalu-
ate and learn. Performance contracting involves all of the
eight purposes from evaluating to improving. And, depend-

ing upon what people mean by accountability, they may
promote it by evaluating public agencies, by controlling
them, or by motivating them to improve7 (table 1).

Purpose 1. To Evaluate: How Well Is This
Government Agency Performing?

Evaluation is the usual reason for measuring perfor-
mance. Indeed, many of the scholars and practitioners who
are attempting to develop systems of performance mea-
surement have come from the field of program evaluation.
Often (despite the many different reasons cited earlier), no
reason is given for measuring performance; instead, the
evaluation purpose is simply assumed. People rarely state
that their only (or dominant) rationale for measuring per-
formance is to evaluate performance, let alone acknowl-
edge there may be other purposes. It is simply there be-
tween the lines of many performance audits, budget
documents, articles, speeches, and books: People are mea-
suring the performance of this organization or that pro-
gram so they (or others) can evaluate it.

In a report on early performance-measurement efforts
under the Government Performance and Results Act of
1993, an advisory panel of the National Academy of Pub-
lic Administration (NAPA) observed, “Performance mea-
surement of program outputs and outcomes provides im-
portant, if not vital, information on current program status
and how much progress is being made toward important
program goals. It provides needed information as to
whether problems are worsening or improving, even if it
cannot tell us why or how the problem improvement (or
worsening) came about” (NAPA 1994, 2). These sentences
do not contain the words “evaluation” or “evaluate,” yet
they clearly imply the performance measurements will fur-
nish some kind of assessment of program performance.

Of course, to evaluate the performance of a public
agency, the public manager needs to know what that agency

Table 1 Eight Purposes that Public Managers Have for
Measuring Performance

The purpose The public manager’s question that the performance
measure can help answer

Evaluate How well is my public agency performing?
Control How can I ensure that my subordinates are doing the right

thing?
Budget On what programs, people, or projects should my agency

spend the public’s money?
Motivate How can I motivate line staff, middle managers, nonprofit

and for-profit collaborators, stakeholders, and citizens to
do the things necessary to improve performance?

Promote How can I convince political superiors, legislators,
stakeholders, journalists, and citizens that my agency is
doing a good job?

Celebrate What accomplishments are worthy of the important
organizational ritual of celebrating success?

Learn Why is what working or not working?
Improve What exactly should who do differently to improve

performance?
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is supposed to accomplish. For this reason, two of the ten
performance-measurement design principles developed by
Kravchuk and Schack are to “formulate a clear, coherent
mission, strategy, and objectives,” and to “rationalize the
programmatic structure as a prelude to measurement.” Do
this first, they argue, because “performance measurement
must begin with a clear understanding of the policy objec-
tives of a program, or multiprogram system,” and because
“meaningful measurement requires a rational program
structure” (1996, 350). Oops. If public managers have to
wait for the U.S. Congress or the local city council to for-
mulate (for just one governmental undertaking) a clear,
coherent mission, strategy, and objectives combined with
a rationalized program structure, they will never get to the
next step of measuring anything.8

No wonder many public managers are alarmed by the
evaluative nature of performance measurement. If there
existed a clear, universal understanding of their policy ob-
jectives, and if they could manage within a rational pro-
gram structure, they might find performance measurement
less scary. But without an agreement on policy objectives,
public managers know that others can use performance data
to criticize them (and their agency) for failing to achieve
objectives that they were not pursuing. And if given re-
sponsibility for achieving widely accepted policy objec-
tives with an insane program structure (multiple constraints,
inadequate resources, and unreasonable timetables), even
the most talented managers may fall short of the agreed-
upon performance targets.

Moreover, even if the performance measures are not
collected for the explicit purpose of evaluation, this possi-
bility is always implicit. And using performance data to
evaluate a public agency is a tricky and sophisticated un-
dertaking. Yet, a simple comparison of readily available
data about similar (though rarely identical) agencies is the
most common evaluative technique. Hatry (1999a) notes
that intergovernmental comparisons of performance “fo-
cus primarily on indicators that can be obtained from tra-
ditional and readily available data sources.” This is the
common practice, he continues, because “the best outcome
data cannot be obtained without new, or at least, substan-
tially revised procedures” (104).

Often, however, existing or easily attainable data create
an opportunity for simplistic, evaluative comparisons. Hatry
writes that those who collect comparative performance data,
as well as “the public, and the media must recognize that
the data in comparative performance measurement efforts
will only be roughly comparable” (1999a, 104). But will
journalists, who must produce this evening’s news or
tomorrow’s newspaper under very tight deadlines, recog-
nize this, let alone explain it? And will the public, in their
quick glance at an attractive bar chart, get this message?
Hatry, himself, is not completely sanguine:

The ultimate question of comparative data is whether
publication does more harm than good. More harm
can occur if many of the measurements contain er-
rors or are otherwise unfair, so that low performers
are unfairly beaten up by the media and have to spend
excessive amounts of time and effort attempting to
explain and defend themselves.… On the other hand,
if the data seem on the whole to encourage jurisdic-
tions to explore why low performance has occurred
and how they might better themselves, then such
efforts will be worthwhile, even if a few agencies
are unfairly treated.” (Hatry 1999a, 104).

Whether the scholars, analysts, or managers like it, al-
most any performance measure can and will be used to
evaluate a public agency’s performance.

Purpose 2. To Control: How Can Public Managers
Ensure Their Subordinates Are Doing the Right
Thing?

Yes. Frederick Winslow Taylor is dead. Today, no man-
ager believes the best way to influence the behavior of sub-
ordinates is to establish the one best way for them to do
their prescribed tasks and then measure their compliance
with this particular way. In the twenty-first century, all
managers are into empowerment.

Nevertheless, it is disingenuous to assert (or believe)
that people no longer seek to control the behavior of pub-
lic agencies and public employees, let alone seek to use
performance measurement to help them do so.9 Why do
governments have line-item budgets? Today, no one em-
ploys the measurements of time-and-motion studies for
control. Yet, legislatures and executive-branch superiors
do establish performance standards—whether they are spe-
cific curriculum standards for teachers or sentencing stan-
dards for judges—and then measure performance to see
whether individuals have complied with these mandates.10

After all, the central concern of the principle–agent theory
is how principles can control the behavior of their agents
(Ingraham and Kneedler 2000, 238–39).

Indeed, the controlling style of management has a long
and distinguished history. It has cleverly encoded itself into
one of the rarely stated but very real purposes behind per-
formance measurement. “Management control depends on
measurement,” writes William Bruns in a Harvard Busi-
ness School note on “Responsibility Centers and Perfor-
mance Measurement” (1993, 1). In business schools, ac-
counting courses and accounting texts often explicitly use
the word “control.”11

In their original explanation of the balanced scorecard,
Robert Kaplan and David Norton note that business has a
control bias: “Probably because traditional measurement
systems have sprung from the finance function, the sys-
tems have a control bias. That is, traditional performance
measurement systems specify the particular actions they
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want employees to take and then measure to see whether
the employees have in fact taken those actions. In that way,
the systems try to control behavior. Such measurement
systems fit with the engineering mentality of the Indus-
trial Age” (1992, 79). The same is true in the public sector.
Legislatures create measurement systems that specify par-
ticular actions they want executive-branch employees to
take and particular ways they want executive-branch agen-
cies to spend money. Executive-branch superiors, regula-
tory units, and overhead agencies do the same. Then, they
measure to see whether the agency employees have taken
the specified actions and spent the money in the specified
ways.12 Can’t you just see Fred Taylor smiling?

Purpose 3. To Budget: On What Programs, People,
or Projects Should Government Spend the Public’s
Money?

Performance measurement can help public officials to
make budget allocations. At the macro level, however, the
apportionment of tax monies is a political decision made
by political officials. Citizens delegate to elected officials
and their immediate subordinates the responsibility for
deciding which purposes of government action are primary
and which ones are secondary or tertiary. Thus, political
priorities—not agency performance—drive macro budget-
ary choices.

Performance budgeting, performance-based budgeting,
and results-oriented budgeting are some of the names com-
monly given to the use of performance measures in the
budgetary process (Holt 1995–96; Jordon and Hackbart
1999; Joyce 1996, 1997; Lehan 1996; Melkers and
Willoughby 1998, 2001; Thompson 1994; Thompson and
Johansen 1999). But like so many other phrases in the per-
formance-measurement business, they can mean different
things to different people in different contexts.13 For ex-
ample, performance budgeting may simply mean includ-
ing historical data on performance in the annual budget
request. Or it may mean that budgets are structured not
around line-item expenditures (with performance purposes
or targets left either secondary or implicit), but around gen-
eral performance purposes or specific performance targets
(with line-item allocations left to the managers of the units
charged with achieving these purposes or targets). Or it
may mean rewarding units that do well compared to some
performance targets with extra funds and punishing units
that fail to achieve their targets with budget cuts.

For improving performance, however, budgets are crude
tools. What should a city do if its fire department fails to
achieve its performance targets? Cut the department’s bud-
get? Or increase its budget? Or should the city manager fire
the fire chief and recruit a public manager with a track record
of fixing broken agencies? The answer depends on the spe-
cific circumstances that are not captured by the formal per-

formance data. Certainly, cutting the fire department’s bud-
get seems like a counterproductive way to improve perfor-
mance (though cutting the fire department’s budget may be
perfectly logical if the city council decides that fire safety
is less of a political priority than educating children, fixing
the sewers, or reducing crime). If analysis reveals the fire
department is underperforming because it is underfunded—
because, for example, its capital budget lacks the funds for
cost-effective technology—then increasing the department’s
budget is a sensible response. But poor performance may
be the result of factors that more (or less) money won’t fix:
poor leadership, the lack of a fire-prevention strategy to
complement the department’s fire-fighting strategy, or the
failure to adopt industry training standards. Using budget-
ary increments to reward well-performing agencies and bud-
getary decrements to punish underperforming ones is not a
strategy that will automatically fix (or even motivate) poor
performers.

Nevertheless, line managers can use performance data
to inform their resource-allocation decisions. Once elected
officials have established macro political priorities, those
responsible for more micro decisions may seek to invest
their limited allocation of resources in the most cost-effec-
tive units and activities. And when making such micro
budgetary choices, public managers may find performance
measures helpful.

Purpose 4. To Motivate: How Can Public Managers
Motivate Line Staff, Middle Managers, Nonprofit
and For-Profit Collaborators, Stakeholders, and
Citizens to Do the Things Necessary to Improve
Performance?

Public managers may use performance measures to learn
how to perform better. Or, if they already understand what
it takes to improve performance, they may use the mea-
sures to motivate such behavior. And for this motivational
purpose, performance measures have proven to be very
useful.

The basic concept is that establishing performance
goals—particularly stretch goals—grabs people’s attention.
Then the measurement of progress toward the goals pro-
vides useful feedback, concentrating their efforts on reach-
ing these targets. In his book The Great Ideas of Manage-
ment, Jack Duncan of the University of Alabama reports
on the startling conclusion of research into the impact of
goal setting on performance: “No other motivational tech-
nique known to date can come close to duplicating that
record” (1989, 127).

To implement this motivational strategy, an agency’s
leadership needs to give its people a significant goal to
achieve and then use performance measures—including
interim targets—to focus people’s thinking and work and
to provide a periodic sense of accomplishment. Moreover,
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performance targets may also encourage creativity in evolv-
ing better ways to achieve the goal (Behn 1999); thus,
measures that motivate improved performance may also
motivate learning.14

In New York City in the 1970s, Gordon Chase used per-
formance targets to motivate the employees of the Health
Services Administration (Rosenthal 1975; Levin and
Sanger 1994). In Massachusetts in the 1980s, the leader-
ship of the Department of Public Welfare used the same
strategy (Behn 1991). And in the 1990s in Pennsylvania,
the same basic approach worked in the Department of En-
vironmental Protection (Behn 1997a). But perhaps the most
famous application of performance targets to motivate pub-
lic employees is Compstat, the system created by William
Bratton, then commissioner of the New York Police De-
partment, to focus attention of precinct commanders on
reducing crime (Silverman 2001, 88–89, 101).

Purpose 5. To Promote: How Can Public Managers
Convince Political Superiors, Legislators,
Stakeholders, Journalists, and Citizens that Their
Agency Is Doing a Good Job?

Americans suspect their government is both ineffective
and inefficient. Yet, if public agencies are to accomplish
public purposes, they need the public’s support. Perfor-
mance measures can contribute to such support by reveal-
ing not only when government institutions are failing, but
also when they are doing a good or excellent job. For ex-
ample, the National Academy of Public Administration’s
Center for Improving Government Performance reports that
performance measures can be used to “validate success;
justify additional resources (when appropriate); earn cus-
tomer, stakeholder, and staff loyalty by showing results;
and win recognition inside and outside the organization”
(NAPA 1999, 7).

Still, too many public managers fail to use performance
measures to promote the value and contribution of their
agency. “Performance-based measures,” writes Harry
Boone of the Council of State Governments, “provide a
justification for the agency’s existence,” yet “many agen-
cies cannot defend their effectiveness in performance-based
terms” (1996, 10).

In a study, “Toward Useful Performance Measures,” a
National Academy of Public Administration advisory panel
(1994) asserts that “performance indicators can be a pow-
erful tool in communicating program value and accom-
plishments to a variety of constituencies” (23). In addition
to “the use of performance measurement to communicate
program success and worth” (9), the panel noted, the “ma-
jor values of a performance measurement system” include
its potential “to enhance public trust” (9). That is, the panel
argues, performance measurement can not only directly
establish—and thus promote—the competence of specific

agencies and the value of particular programs; it also can
indirectly establish, and thus promote, the competence and
value of government in general.

Purpose 6. To Celebrate: What Accomplishments
Are Worthy of the Important Organizational Ritual
of Celebrating Success?

All organizations need to commemorate their accomplish-
ments. Such rituals tie people together, give them a sense of
their individual and collective relevance, and motivate future
efforts. Moreover, by achieving specific goals, people gain a
sense of personal accomplishment and self-worth (Locke and
Latham 1984, 1990). Such celebrations need not be limited
to one big party to mark the end of the fiscal year or the comple-
tion of a significant project. Small milestones along the way—
as well as unusual achievements and unanticipated victories—
provide an opportunity for impromptu celebrations that call
attention to these accomplishments and to the people who
made them happen. And such celebrations can help to focus
attention on the next challenge.

Like all of the other purposes for measuring perfor-
mance—with the sole and important exception of improve-
ment—celebration is not an end in itself. Rather, celebra-
tion is important because it motivates, promotes, and
recruits. Celebration helps to improve performance because
it motivates people to improve further in the next year,
quarter, or month. Celebration helps to improve perfor-
mance because it brings attention to the agency, and thus
promotes its competence. And this promotion—this atten-
tion—may even generate increased flexibility (from over-
head agencies) and resources (from the guardians of the
budget). Moreover, this promotion and attention attract
another resource: dedicated people who want to work for
a successful agency that is achieving important public pur-
poses. Celebration may even attract potential collabora-
tors from other organizations that have not received as much
attention, and thus seek to enhance their own sense of ac-
complishment by shifting some of their energies to the high-
performing collaborative (Behn 1991, 92–93).

Celebration also may be combined with learning. Rather
than hold a party to acknowledge success and recognize
its contributors, an informal seminar or formal presenta-
tion can realize the same purposes. Asking those who pro-
duced the unanticipated achievement or unusual victory to
explain how they pulled it off celebrates their triumph; but
it also provides others with an opportunity to learn how
they might achieve a similar success (Behn 1991, 106–7).

Still, the links from measurement to celebration to im-
provement is the most indirect because it has to work through
one of the other links—either motivation, budgeting, learn-
ing, or promotion. In the end, any reason for measuring per-
formance is valid only to the extent that it helps to achieve
the most basic purpose: to improve performance.
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Purpose 7. To Learn: Why Is What Working or Not
Working?

Performance measures contain information that can be
used not only to evaluate, but also to learn. Indeed, learn-
ing is more than evaluation. The objective of evaluation is
to determine what is working and what isn’t. The objec-
tive of learning is to determine why.

To learn from performance measures, however, manag-
ers need some mechanism to extract information from the
data. We may all believe that the data speak for themselves.
This, however, is only because we each have buried in our
brain some unconscious mechanism that has already made
an implicit conversion of the abstract data into meaningful
information. The data speak only through an interpreter
that converts the collection of digits into analog lessons—
that decodes the otherwise inscrutable numbers and pro-
vides a persuasive explanation. And often, different people
use different interpreters, which explains how they can draw
very different lessons from the same data.15

Moreover, if managers have too many performance
measures, they may be unable to learn anything. Carole
Neves of the National Academy of Public Administration,
James Wolf of Virginia Tech, and Bill Benton of Benton
and Associates (1986) write that “in many agencies,” be-
cause of the proliferation of performance measures, “there
is more confusion or ‘noise’ than useful data.” Theodore
Poister and Gregory Streib of Georgia State University call
this the “‘DRIP’ syndrome—Data Rich but Information
Poor” (1999, 326). Thus, Neves and her colleagues con-
clude, “managers lack time or simply find it too difficult
to try to identify good signals from the mass of numbers”
(1986, 141).

From performance measures, public managers may learn
what is not working. If so, they can stop doing it and real-
locate money and people from this nonperforming activity
to more effective undertakings (designed to achieve the
identical or quite different purposes). Or they may learn
what is working. If so, they can shift existing resources (or
new resources that become available) to this proven activ-
ity. Learning can help with the budgeting of both money
and people.

Furthermore, learning can help more directly with the
improving. The performance measures can reveal not only
whether an agency is performing well or poorly, but also
why: What is contributing to the agency’s excellent, fair,
or poor performance—and what might be done to improve
the components that are performing fairly or poorly?

In seeking to learn from performance measures, public
managers frequently confront the black box enigma of so-
cial science research.16 The data—the performance mea-
sures—can reveal that an organization is performing well
or poorly, but they don’t necessarily reveal why. The per-

formance measures can describe what is coming out of the
black box of a public agency, as well as what is going in,
but they don’t necessarily reveal what is happening inside.
How are the various inputs interacting to produce the out-
puts? What is the organizational black box actually doing
to the inputs to convert them into the outputs? What is the
societal black box actually doing to the outputs to convert
them into the outcomes?17

Public managers can, of course, create some measures
of the processes going on inside the black box. But they
cannot guarantee that the internal characteristics and pro-
cesses of the black box they have chosen to measure are
actually the ones that determine whether the inputs are
converted into high-quality or low-quality outputs. Yet, the
more internal processes that public managers choose to
measure, the more likely they are to discover a few that
correlate well with the outputs. Such correlations could,
however, be purely random,18 or the factors that are identi-
fied by the correlations as significant contributors could
merely be correlated with other factors that are the real
causes. Converting performance data into an understand-
ing of what is happening inside the black box is neither
easy nor obvious.

Purpose 8. To Improve: What Exactly Should Who
Do Differently to Improve Performance?

Performance “ ‘measurement’ is not an end in itself but
must be used by managers to make improvements” (NAPA
1994, 22), emphasizes an advisory panel of the National
Academy of Public Administration. In fact, the word “im-
prove” (or “improving” or “improvement”) appears more
than a dozen times in this NAPA report. “Ideally,” the panel
concludes, “performance data should be part of a continu-
ous feedback loop that is used to report on program value
and accomplishment and identify areas where performance
is weak so that steps can be taken to promote improve-
ments” (22). Yet, the panel also found “little evidence in
most [GRPA pilot performance] plans that the performance
information would be used to improve program perfor-
mance” (8).

Similarly, Hatry argues the “fundamental purpose of
performance information” is “to make program improve-
ments” (1999b, 158). But how? What exactly is the con-
nection between the measurement and the improvement?
Who has to do what to convert the measurement into an
improvement? Or does this just happen automatically? No,
responds the NAPA panel: “measurement alone does not
bring about performance improvement” (1994, 15).

For example, if the measurement produces some learn-
ing, someone then must convert that learning into an im-
provement. Someone has to intervene consciously and ac-
tively. But can any slightly competent individual pull this
off? Or does it require a sophisticated appreciation of the
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strategies and pitfalls of converting measurement into im-
provement? To improve, an organization needs the capac-
ity to adopt—and adapt—the lessons from its learning.

Learning from performance measures, however, is tricky.
It isn’t obvious what lessons public managers should draw
about which factors are contributing to the good or poor
performance, let alone how they might modify such fac-
tors to foster improvements. Improvement requires atten-
tion to the feedback—the ability to check whether the les-
sons postulated from the learning have been implemented
in a way that actually changes organizational behavior so
that it results in the better outputs and outcomes that the
learning promised. Improvement is active, operational
learning.

The challenge of learning from the performance mea-
sures is both intellectual and operational. Public managers
who wish to use measurement to improve the performance
of their agencies face two challenges: First, they have the
intellectual challenge of figuring out how to learn which
changes in plans, or procedures, or personnel might pro-
duce improvements. Then, they confront the operational
challenge of figuring out how to implement the indicated
changes.

There are a variety of standard mechanisms for using
performance measures to evaluate. There exist some such
mechanisms to control and budget. For the purposes of
learning and improving, however, each new combination
of policy objectives, political environment, budgetary re-
sources, programmatic structure, operational capacity, regu-
latory constraints, and performance measures demands a
more open-ended, qualitative analysis. For performance
learning and performance improvement, there is no cook-
book.19

How does the measurement of performance beget im-
provement? Measurement can influence performance in a
variety of ways, most of which are hardly direct or appar-
ent. There exist a variety of feedback loops, though not all
of them may be obvious, and the obvious ones may not
function as expected or desired. Consequently, to measure
an agency’s performance in a way that can actually help
improve its performance, the agency’s leadership needs to
think seriously not only about what it should measure, but
also about how it might deploy any such measurements.
Indeed, without at least some tentative theory about how
the measurements can be employed to foster improvements,
it is difficult to think about what should be measured.

Selection Criteria for Each Measurement
Purpose

What kinds of performance measures are most appro-
priate for which purposes? It isn’t obvious. Moreover, a
measure that is particularly appropriate for one purpose

may be completely useless for another. For example, “in
many cases,” Newcomer notes, “the sorts of measures that
might effectively inform program improvement decisions
may provide data that managers would not find helpful for
resource allocation purposes” (1997, 8). Before choosing
a performance measure, public managers must first choose
their purpose.

Kravchuk and Schack note that no one measure or even
one collection of measures is appropriate for all circum-
stances: “The search for a single array of measures for all
needs should be abandoned, especially where there are di-
vergent needs and interests among key users of performance
information.” Thus, they advocate “an explicit measure-
ment strategy” that will “provide for the needs of all im-
portant users of performance information” (Kravchuk and
Schack 1996, 350).

I take a similar approach. But, rather than worry about
the needs of different kinds of users, I focus on the differ-
ent purposes for which the users—specifically, public man-
agers—can employ the performance measures. After all,
different users want different measures because they have
different purposes. But it is the nature of the purpose—not
the nature of the user—that determines which characteris-
tics of those measures will be most helpful. The usual ad-
monition of performance measurement is, “Don’t measure
inputs. Don’t measure processes. Don’t measure outputs.
Measure outcomes.” But outcomes are not necessarily the
best measure for all purposes.

Will a particular public manager find a certain perfor-
mance measure helpful for a specific purpose? The answer
depends not on the organizational position of that man-
ager, but on whether this measure possesses the character-
istics required by the manager’s purpose (table 2).

Purpose 1: To Evaluate
Evaluation requires a comparison. To evaluate the per-

formance of an agency, its managers have to compare that

Table 2 Characteristics of Performance Measures for
Different Purposes

The purpose To help achieve this purpose, public managers need

Evaluate Outcomes, combined with inputs and with the effects of
exogenous factors

Control Inputs that can be regulated
Budget Efficiency measures (specifically outcomes or outputs

divided by inputs)
Motivate Almost-real-time outputs compared with production targets
Promote Easily understood aspects of performance about which

citizens really care
Celebrate Periodic and significant performance targets that, when

achieved, provide people with a real sense of personal
and collective accomplishment

Learn Disaggregated data that can reveal deviancies from the
expected

Improve Inside-the-black-box relationships that connect changes in
operations to changes in outputs and outcomes
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performance with some standard. Such a standard can come
from past performance, from the performance of similar
agencies, from a professional or industry standard, or from
political expectations. But without such a basis for com-
parison, it is impossible to determine whether the agency
is performing well or poorly.

And to compare actual performance against the perfor-
mance criterion requires a variety of outcome measures,
combined with some input (plus environmental, process,
and output) measures. The focus, however, is on the out-
comes. To evaluate a public agency—to determine whether
it is achieving its public purpose—requires some measure
of the outcomes that the agency was designed to affect.
Only with outcome measures can public managers answer
the effectiveness question: Did the agency achieve the re-
sults it set out to produce? Then, dividing by some input
measures, they can ask the efficiency question: Did this
agency produce these results in a cost-effective way? To
answer either of these evaluative questions, a manager
needs to measure outcomes.20

Of course, the agency did not produce all of the out-
comes alone. Other factors, such as economic conditions,
affected them. Consequently, public managers also need
to ask the impact question: What did the agency itself ac-
complish? What is the difference between the actual out-
comes and the outcomes that would have occurred if the
agency had not acted?

Another way of assessing an organization or program is
to evaluate its internal operations. This is the best-practice
question: How do the operations and practices of this or-
ganization or program compare with the ones that are
known to be most effective and efficient? To conduct such
a best-practice evaluation requires some process mea-
sures—appropriate descriptions of the organization’s key
internal operations that can be compared with some op-
erational standards.

No one comparison of a single outcome measure with a
single performance standard will provide a definitive evalu-
ation. Rather, to provide a conscientious and credible pic-
ture of the agency’s performance, an evaluation requires
multiple measures compared with multiple standards.

Purpose 2: To Control
To control the behavior of agencies and employees, pub-

lic officials need input requirements. Indeed, whenever you
discover officials who are using input measures, you can
be sure they are using them to control. To do this, officials
need to measure the corresponding behavior of individu-
als and organizations and then compare this performance
with the requirements to check who has and has not com-
plied: Did the teachers follow the curricular requirements
for the children in their classrooms? Did the judges follow
the sentencing requirements for those found guilty in their

courts? Often, such requirements are described only as
guidelines: curriculum guidelines, sentencing guidelines.
Do not be fooled. These guidelines are really requirements,
and these requirements are designed to control. The mea-
surement of compliance with these requirements is the
mechanism of control.

Purpose 3: To Budget
To use performance measures for budgeting purposes,

public managers need measures that describe the efficiency
of various activities. Then, once political leaders have set
macro budgetary priorities, agency managers can use effi-
ciency measures to suggest the activities in which they
should invest the appropriated funds. Why spend limited
funds on some programs or organizations when the per-
formance measures reveal that other programs or organi-
zations are more efficient at achieving the political objec-
tives behind the budget’s macro allocations?

To use performance measures to budget, however, man-
agers need not only data on outcomes (or outputs) for the
numerator in the efficiency equation; they also need reli-
able cost data for the denominator. And these cost mea-
sures have to capture not only the obvious, direct costs of
the agency or program, but also the hidden, indirect costs.
Few governments, however, have created cost-accounting
or activity-based-accounting systems that assign to each
government function the full and accurate costs (Coe 1999,
112; Joyce 1997, 53, 56; Thompson 1994).

Budgeting usually concerns the allocation of dollars.
But most public managers are constrained by a system of
double budgeting. They must manage a fixed number of
dollars and a fixed number of personnel slots. Thus, in at-
tempting to maximize the productivity of these two con-
strained resources, they also need to budget their people.
And to use performance measurement for this budgetary
purpose, they need not only outcome (or output) measures
for the numerator of their efficiency equation, but also in-
put data in terms of people for the denominator. Public
managers need to allocate their people to the activities with
the highest productivity per person.

Purpose 4: To Motivate
To motivate people to work harder or smarter, public

managers need almost-real-time measures of outputs to
compare with production targets. Organizations don’t pro-
duce outcomes; organizations produce outputs. And to
motivate an organization to improve its performance,
managers have to motivate it to improve what it actually
does. Consequently, although public managers want to
use outcome data to evaluate their agency’s performance,
they need output data to motivate better performance.21

Managers can’t motivate people to do something they
can’t do; managers can’t motivate people to affect some-
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thing over which they have little or no influence; manag-
ers can’t motivate people to produce an outcome they do
not themselves produce.

Moreover, to motivate, managers have to collect and
distribute the output data quickly enough to provide useable
feedback. Those who produce the agency’s outputs cannot
adjust their production processes to respond to inadequa-
cies or deficiencies unless they know how well they are
doing against their current performance target. Eli
Silverman of the John Jay College of Criminal Justice de-
scribes Compstat as “intelligence-led policing” (2001, 182).
The New York Police Department collects, analyzes, and
quickly distributes to managers at all levels—from com-
missioner to patrol sergeants—the data about the current
patterns and concentrations of crime that are necessary to
develop strategic responses.

This helps to explain why society attempts to motivate
schools and teachers with test scores. The real, ultimate
outcome that citizens seek from our public schools is chil-
dren who grow up to become productive employees and
responsible citizens. But using a measure of employee pro-
ductivity and citizen responsibility to motivate performance
creates a number of problems. First, it is very difficult to
develop a widely acceptable measure of employee produc-
tivity (do we simply use wage levels?), let alone citizen
responsibility (do we using voting participation?). Second,
schools and teachers are not the only contributors to a fu-
ture adult’s productivity and responsibility. And third, the
lag between when the schools and teachers do their work
and when these outcomes can be measured is not just
months or years, but decades. Thus, we never could feed
these outcome measures back to the schools and teachers
in time for them to make any adjustments. Consequently,
as a society we must resort to motivating schools and teach-
ers with outputs—with test scores that (presumably) mea-
sure how much a child has learned. And although we can-
not determine whether schools and teachers are producing
productivity or responsibility in future adults, citizens ex-
pect they will convey some very testable knowledge and
skills.22

Once an agency’s leaders have motivated significant
improvements using output targets, they can create some
outcome targets. Output targets can motivate people to fo-
cus on improving their agency’s internal processes, which
produce the outputs. Outcome targets, in contrast, can
motivate people to look outside their agency—to seek ways
to collaborate with other individuals and organizations
whose activities may affect (perhaps more directly) the
outcomes and values the agency is really charged with pro-
ducing (Bardach 1998; Sparrow 2000).

Purpose 5: To Promote
To convince citizens their agency is effective and effi-

cient, public managers need easily understood measures
of those aspects of performance about which many citi-
zens personally care. And such performance may be only
tangentially related to the agency’s public purpose.

The National Academy of Public Administration, in its
study of early performance-measurement plans under the
Government Performance and Results Act, noted that “most
plans recognized the need to communicate performance
evaluation results to higher level officials, but did not show
clear recognition that the form and level of data for these
needs would be different than that for operating manag-
ers.” NAPA emphasized that the needs of “department
heads, the Executive Office of the President, and Congress”
are “different and the special needs of each should be more
explicitly defined” (1994, 23). Similarly, Kaplan and
Norton stress that different customers have different con-
cerns (1992, 73–74).

Consider a state division of motor vehicles. Its mission
is safety—the safety of vehicle drivers, vehicle passengers,
bicycle riders, and pedestrians. In pursuit of this mission,
this agency inspects vehicles to ensure their safety equip-
ment is working, and it inspects people to ensure they are
safe drivers. When most citizens think about their division
of motor vehicles, however, what is their greatest care?
Answer: How long they will have to stand in line. If a state
DMV wants to promote itself to the public, it has to em-
phasize just one obvious aspect of performance: the time
people spend in line. To promote itself to the public, a DMV
has to use this performance measure to convince citizens
that the time they will spend in line is going down.23

Ammons (1995) offers a “revolutionary” approach:
“make performance measurement interesting.” Municipali-
ties, he argues, ought to adopt measures “that can capture
the interest of local media and the public” (43)—particu-
larly measures that “allow meaningful comparisons that
to some degree put community pride at stake” (38). Such
comparisons could be to a professional or industry stan-
dard. After all, as Ammons notes, “comparison with a stan-
dard captures attention, where raw information does not”
(39).24 But he is even more attracted to interjurisdictional
comparisons. For example, Ammons argues that the pub-
lic pays attention to various rankings of communities (be-
cause, first, journalists pay attention to them). Thus, he
wants measures that “are both revealing of operational ef-
ficiency and effectiveness and more conducive to cross-
jurisdictional comparisons” (38)—measures that provide
“opportunities for interesting and meaningful performance
comparisons” (44).

Time spent in line is a measure that is both interesting
and meaningful. But what should be the standard for com-
parison? Is the average time spent in line the most mean-
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ingful measure? Or do people care more about the prob-
ability they will spend more than some unacceptable time
(say one hour) in line?25 Whatever time-in-line measure it
chooses, a DMV may want to compare it with the same
measure from neighboring (or similar) states. But will citi-
zens in North Carolina really be impressed that they spend
less time in a DMV line than do the citizens of South Caro-
lina or North Dakota? Or will their most meaningful com-
parison be with the time spent in line at their local super-
market, bank, or fast-food franchise? A DMV manager who
wants to promote the agency’s competence to the public
should compare its time-in-line performance with similar
organizational performance that people experience every
day. This is an easily understood performance characteris-
tic about which citizens really care.

To do this, however, the agency must not only publish
the performance data; it must also make them accessible
both physically and psychologically. People must be able
to obtain—perhaps not avoid—the measures; they must
also find them easy to comprehend.

Purpose 6: To Celebrate
Before an agency can do any celebrating, its managers

need to create a performance target that, when achieved,
gives its employees and collaborators a real sense of per-
sonal and collective accomplishment. This target can be
one that has also been used to motivate; it can be an annual
target, or one of the monthly or quarterly targets into which
an annual target has been divided. Once an agency has pro-
duced a tangible and genuine accomplishment that is worth
commemorating, its managers need to create a festivity
that is proportional to the significance of the achievement.

The verb “to celebrate” suggests a major undertaking—
a big, end-of-the-fiscal-year bash, an awards ceremony
when a most-wanted criminal is captured, or a victory party
when a badly delayed project is completed on deadline.
But private-sector managers celebrate lesser accomplish-
ments; they use celebrations of significant successes to
convince their employees that their firm is full of winners
(Peters and Austin 1985). Public managers have used this
strategy, too (Behn 1991, 103–11). But to make the strat-
egy work—to ensure that it creates motivation and thus
improvement—the agency’s managers have to lead the
celebrations.

Purpose 7: To Learn
To learn, public managers need a large number and wide

variety of measures—measures that provide detailed, dis-
aggregated information on the various aspects of the vari-
ous operations of the various components of the agency.
When seeking to learn, caution Kravchuk and Schack,
public managers need to “avoid excessive aggregation of
information” (1996, 357).

Benchmarking is a traditional form of performance
measurement that is designed to facilitate learning
(Holloway, Francis, and Hinton 1999). It seeks to answer
three questions: What is my organization doing well? What
is my organization not doing well? What does my organi-
zation need to do differently to improve on what it is not
doing well? The organization, public or private, identifies
a critical internal process, measures it, and compares these
data with similar measurements of the identical (or simi-
lar) processes of organizations that are recognized as (cur-
rently) the best.26 Any differences suggest not only that the
organization needs to improve, but also provide a basis for
identifying how it could achieve these improvements.

Benchmarking, write Kouzmin et al., is “an instrument
for assessing organizational performance and for facilitat-
ing management transfer and learning from other bench-
marked organizations” (1999, 121). Benchmarking, as they
define it, “is a continuous, systematic process of measur-
ing products, services and practices against organizations
regarded to be superior with the aim of rectifying any per-
formance ‘gaps’” (123). Thus, they conclude, “benchmark-
ing can, on the whole, be seen as a learning strategy” (131).
Nevertheless, they caution, for this strategy to work, the
organization must become a learning organization. Con-
sequently, they conclude, “the learning effects of bench-
marking are, to a very high degree, dependent on adequate
organizational conditions and managerial solutions” (132).

Deciding which performance measures best facilitate
learning is not easy. If public managers know what they
need to do to improve performance, they don’t need to learn
it. But, if they don’t know how they might improve, how
do they go about learning it? Kravchuck and Schack note
that a “measurement system is a reflection of what deci-
sion makers expect to see and how they expect to respond”
(1996, 356). That is, when designing a performance-mea-
surement system, when deciding what to measure, man-
agers first will decide what they might see and then create
a system to see it.

Real learning, however, is often triggered by the unex-
pected. As Richard Feynman, the Nobel Prize-winning
physicist, explained, when experiments produce unex-
pected results, scientists start guessing at possible expla-
nations (1965, 157). When Mendel crossed a dwarf plant
with a large one, he found that he didn’t get a medium-
sized plant, but either a small or large one, which led him
to discover the laws of heredity (Messadié 1991, 90).
When the planet Uranus was discovered to be unexpect-
edly deviating from its predicted orbit, John Couch Adams
and Urbain Le Verrier independently calculated the orbit
of an unknown planet that could be causing this unantici-
pated behavior; then, Johan Gottlieb Galle pointed his
telescope in the suggested direction and discovered Nep-
tune (Standage 2000). When Karl Jansky observed that
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the static on his radio peaked every 24 hours and that the
peak occurred when the Milky Way was centered on his
antenna, he discovered radio waves from space (Messadié
1991, 179). Scientific learning often emerges from an
effort to explain the unexpected. So does management
learning.

Yet how can public officials design a measurement sys-
tem for the unexpected when they can’t figure out what
they don’t expect? As Kravchuk and Schack write, “unex-
pected occurrences may not be apprehended by existing
measures” (1996, 356). Nevertheless, the more disaggre-
gated the data, the more likely they are to reveal devian-
cies that may suggest the need to learn. This is the value of
management by walking around—or what might be called
“data collection by walking around.” The stories that people
tell managers are the ultimate in disaggregation; one such
story can provide a single deviate datum that the summary
statistics have completely masked but that, precisely be-
cause it was unexpected, prods further investigation that
can produce some real learning (and thus, perhaps, some
real improvement).

In fact, the learning process may first be triggered by
some deviance from the expected that appeared not in the
formal performance data, but in the informal monitoring
in which all public managers necessarily (if only implic-
itly) engage. Then, having noticed this deviancy—some
aberration that doesn’t fit previous patterns, some number
so out of line that it jumps off the page, some subtle sign
that suggests that something isn’t quite right—the man-
ager can create a measuring strategy to learn what caused
the deviance and how it can be fixed or exploited.27

Failure is a most obvious deviance from the expected
and, therefore, provides a significant opportunity to learn.28

Indeed, a retrospective investigation into the causes of the
failure will uncover a variety of measures that deviated
from the expected—that is, either from the agency’s pre-
scribed behavior or from the predicted consequences of
such prescriptions. Thus, failure provides multiple oppor-
tunities to learn (Petroski 1985; Sitkin 1992).

Yet, failure (particularly in the public sector) is usually
punished—and severely. Thus, when a failure is revealed
(or even presumed), people tend to hide the deviate data,
for such data can be used to assign blame. Unfortunately,
these are the same deviate data that are needed to learn.

As glaring departures from the expected, failures pro-
vide managers with obvious opportunities to learn. Most
deviances, however, are more subtle. Thus, to learn from
such deviances, managers must be intellectually prepared
to recognize them and to examine their causes. They have
to possess enough knowledge about the operation and be-
havior of their organization—and about the operation and
behavior of their collaborators and society—to distinguish
a significant deviance from a random aberration. And when

they think they observe an interesting deviance, they need
a learning strategy for probing the causes and possible
implications.

Thus, Kravchuk and Schack (1996) caution, “organi-
zational learning cannot depend upon measurement
alone” (356)—that is, “performance measurement sys-
tems cannot replace the efforts of administrators to truly
know, understand, and manage their programs” (350).
Rather, they argue, the measures should indicate when
the organization needs to undertake a serious effort at
learning based on the “expert knowledge” (357) of its
program managers and “other sources of performance
information which can supplement the formal measures”
(356). Thus, they suggest, “measures should be placed in
a management-by-exception frame, where they are re-
garded as indicators that will serve to signal the need to
investigate further” (357). Similarly, Neves, Wolf, and
Benton write that “management indicators are intended
to be provocative, to suggest to managers a few areas
where it may be appropriate to investigate further why a
particular indicator shows up the way it does” (1986, 129).
The better the manager understands his or her agency and
the political, social, and cultural environment in which it
works, the better the manager is able to identify—from
among the various deviances that are generated by for-
mal and informal performance measures—the ones that
are worthy of additional investigation.

Performance measures that diverge from the expected
can create an opportunity to learn. But the measures them-
selves are more likely to suggest topics for investigation
than to directly impart key operational lessons.

Purpose 8: To Improve
To ratchet up performance, public managers need to

understand how they can influence the behavior of the
people inside their agency (and its collaboratives) who pro-
duce their outputs and how they can influence the conduct
of citizens who convert these outputs into outcomes. They
need to know what is going on inside their organization—
including the broader organization that consists of every-
thing and everyone whose behavior can affect these out-
puts and outcomes. They need to know what is going on
inside their entire, operational black box. They need in-
side-the-black-box data that explains how the inputs, en-
vironment, and operations they can change (influence or
inspire) do (can, or might) cause (create, or contribute to)
improvements in the outputs and outcomes. For example,
a fire chief needs to understand how the budget input in-
teracts (inside the fire department’s black box) with people,
equipment, training, and values to affect how the depart-
ment’s staff implements its fire-fighting strategy and its
educational fire-prevention strategy—outputs that further
interact with the behavior of citizens to produce the de-
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sired outcomes of fewer fires and fewer people injured or
killed by fires that do occur.

Unfortunately, what is really going on inside the black
box of any public agency is both complex and difficult to
perceive. Much of it is going on inside the brains (often
the subconscious brains) of the employees who work within
the organization, the collaborators who somehow contrib-
ute to its outputs, and the citizens who convert these out-
puts into outcomes. Moreover, any single action may ripple
through the agency, collaborators, and society as people
adjust their behavior in response to seemingly small or ir-
relevant changes made by someone in some far-off corner.
And when several people simultaneously take several ac-
tions, the ripples may interact in complex and unpredict-
able ways. It is very difficult to understand the black box
adjustments and interactions that happen when just a few
of the inputs (or processes) are changed, let alone when
many of them are changing simultaneously and perhaps in
undetected ways.29

Once the managers have figured out what is going on
inside their black box, they have to figure out how the
few things they can do are connected to the internal com-
ponents they want to affect (because these components
are, in turn, connected to the desired outputs or outcomes).
How can changes in the budget’s size or allocations af-
fect people’s behavior?30 How can changes in one core
process affect other processes? How can changes in one
strategy support or undermine other strategies? How
might they influence people’s behavior?

Specifically, how might various leadership activities
ripple through the black box? How might frequent, infor-
mal recognition of clear, if modest, successes or public
attention to some small wins activate others? How might
an inspirational speech or a more dramatic statement of
the agency’s mission affect the diligence, intelligence, and
creativity of both organizational employees and collabo-
rating citizens? To improve performance, public managers
need measures that illuminate how their own activities af-
fect the behavior of all of the various humans whose ac-
tions affect the outputs and outcomes they seek.

Meaningful Performance Measurement
Requires a Gauge and a Context

Abstract measures are worthless. To use a performance
measure—to extract information from it—a manager needs
a specific, comparative gauge, plus an understanding of
the relevant context. A truck has been driven 6.0 million.
Six million what? Six million miles? That’s impressive.
Six million feet? That’s only 1,136 miles. Six million
inches? That’s not even 95 miles. Big deal—unless those
95 miles were driven in two hours along a dirt road on a
very rainy night.

To use performance measures to achieve any of these
eight purposes, the public manager needs some kind of
standard with which the measure can be compared.
1. To use a measure to evaluate performance, public man-

agers need some kind of desired result with which to
compare the data, and thus judge performance.

2. To use a measure of performance to control behavior,
public managers need first to establish the desired be-
havioral or input standard from which to gauge indi-
vidual or collective deviance.

3. To use efficiency measures to budget, public managers
need an idea of what is a good, acceptable, or poor level
of efficiency.31

4. To use performance measures to motivate people, pub-
lic managers need some sense of what are reasonable
and significant targets.

5. To use performance measures to promote an agency’s
competence, public managers need to understand what
the public cares about.

6. To use performance measures to celebrate, public manag-
ers need to discern the kinds of achievements that em-
ployees and collaborators think are worth celebrating.

7. To use performance measures to learn, public manag-
ers need to be able to detect unexpected (and signifi-
cant) developments and anticipate a wide variety of
common organizational, human, and societal behaviors.

8. To use performance measures to improve, public man-
agers need an understanding (or prediction) of how
their actions affect the inside-the-black-box behavior
of the people who contribute to their desired outputs
and outcomes.

All of the eight purposes require (explicitly or implic-
itly) a baseline with which the measure can be compared.
And, of course, the appropriate baseline depends on the
context.

The standard against which to compare current perfor-
mance can come from a variety of sources—each with its
own advantages and liabilities. The agency may use its
historical record as a baseline, looking to see how much it
has improved. It may use comparative information from
similar organizations, such as the data collected by the
Comparative Performance Measurement Consortium or-
ganized by the International City/County Management
Association (1999), or the effort to measure and compare
the performance of local jurisdictions in North Carolina
organized by the University of North Carolina (Rivenbark
and Few 2000).32 Of course, comparative data also may
come from dissimilar organizations; citizens may com-
pare—implicitly or quite explicitly—the ease of navigat-
ing a government Web site with the ease of navigating those
created by private businesses.33 Or the standard may be an
explicit performance target established by the legislature,
by political executives, or by career managers. Even to
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control, managers need some kind of Tayloristic standard
to be met by those whose behavior they seek to control.
Whether public managers want to evaluate, control, bud-
get, motivate, promote, celebrate, learn, or improve, they
need both a measure and a standard of performance.

The Political Complexities of Measuring
Performance

Who will pick the purpose, the measure, and the perfor-
mance standard? The leadership team of a public agency
has both the opportunity and the responsibility. But oth-
ers—elected executives and legislators, political appoin-
tees and budget officers, journalists and stakeholders, and
of course individual citizens—have the same opportunity,
and often the same responsibility. Consequently, the
agency’s managers may discover that a set of performance
measures has been imposed on them.

In some ways, however, public managers have more flex-
ibility in selecting the performance measures that will be
used by outsiders than do private-sector managers. After
all, investment analysts long ago settled on a specific col-
lection of performance measures—from return on equity
to growth in market share—that they use when examining
a business. For public agencies, however, no such broadly
applicable and widely acceptable performance measures
exist. Thus, every time those outsiders—whether they are
budget officers or stakeholders—wish to examine a par-
ticular agency’s management, they have to create some
performance measures.

Sometimes, some will. Sometimes, a legislator or a bud-
get officer will know exactly how he or she thinks the per-
formance of a particular public agency should be measured.
Sometimes, none will. Sometimes, no outsider will be able
to devise a performance measure that makes much sense.
Sometimes, many will. Sometimes several outsiders—an
elected executive, a newspaper editor, and a stakeholder
organization—will each develop a performance measure
(or several such measures) for the agency. And when this
happens, these measures may well conflict.

Mostly, these outsiders use their performance measures
to evaluate, control, budget, or punish. Some might say,
“We need this performance measure to hold the agency
accountable.” By this, they really mean, “We need this
performance measure to evaluate the agency and if (as we
suspect) the agency doesn’t measure up, we will punish it
by cutting its budget (or saying nasty things that will be
reported by journalists).”34 Outsiders are less likely to use
performance measures to motivate, promote, or celebrate—
though they could try to use them to force improvements.

Thus, the managers of a public agency may not have
complete freedom to choose their own performance mea-
sures. They may have to pay attention to measures chosen

by others. Even when they must respond to measures im-
posed by outsiders, however, the leaders of a public agency
have not lost their obligation to create a collection of per-
formance measures that they will use to manage the agency.
The leadership team still must report the measures that
outsiders are, legitimately, requesting. And they may be
able to use some of these measures for one or more of their
own eight purposes. But even when others have chosen
their own measures of the agency’s performance, its lead-
ers still need to seriously examine the eight managerial
purposes for which performance measures may prove use-
ful and carefully select the best measures available for each
purpose.

The Futile Search for the One Best
Measure

“What gets measured gets done” is, perhaps, the most
famous aphorism of performance measurement.35 If you
measure it, people will do it. Unfortunately, what people
measure often is not precisely what they want done. And
people—responding to the explicit or implicit incentives
of the measurement—will do what people are measuring,
not what these people actually want done. This is, as Steven
Kerr, now chief learning officer at Goldman Sachs, wisely
observes, “the folly of rewarding A while hoping for B”
(1975). Thus, although performance measures shape be-
havior, they may shape behavior in both desirable and un-
desirable ways.36

For a business, the traditional performance measure has
been the infamous bottom line—although any business has
not just one bottom line, but many of them: a variety of
financial ratios (return on equity, return on sales) that col-
lectively suggest how well the firm is doing—or, at least,
how well it has done. But as Kaplan and Norton observe,
“many have criticized financial measures because of their
well-documented inadequacies, their backward-looking
focus, and their inability to reflect contemporary value-
creating actions.” Thus, Kaplan and Norton invented their
now-famous balanced scorecard to give businesses a
broader set of measures that capture more than the firm’s
most recent financial numbers. They want performance
measures that answer four questions from four different
perspectives:
• How do customers see us? (customer perspective)
• What must we excel at? (internal business perspective)
• Can we continue to improve and create value? (innovation

and learning perspective)
• How do we look to shareholders? (financial perspective)

No single measure of performance answers all four ques-
tions (1992, 77, 72).

Similarly, there is no one magic performance measure
that public managers can use for all of their eight purposes.
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a more complex set of obstacles that must be overcome to
improve and create value.37 Consequently, they need an
even more heterogeneous family of measures than the four
that Kaplan and Norton propose for business.

The leaders of a public agency should not go looking
for their one magic performance measure. Instead, they
should begin by deciding on the managerial purposes to
which performance measurement may contribute. Only
then can they select a collection of performance measures
with the characteristics necessary to help them (directly
and indirectly) achieve these purposes.

The search for the one best measurement is just as futile as
the search for the one best way (Behn 1996). Indeed, this
is precisely the argument behind Kaplan and Norton’s bal-
anced scorecard: Private-sector managers, they argue,
“should not have to choose between financial and opera-
tional measures”; instead, business executives need “a bal-
anced presentation of both financial and operational mea-
sures” (1992, 71). The same applies to public managers,
who are faced with a more diverse set of stakeholders (not
just customers and shareholders), a more contradictory set
of demands for activities in which they ought to excel, and

Notes

1. Okay, not everyone is measuring performance. From a sur-
vey of municipalities in the United States, Poister and Streib
find that “some 38 percent of the [695] respondents indicate
that their cities use performance measures, a significantly
lower percentage than reported by some of the earlier sur-
veys” (1999, 328). Similarly, Ammons reports on municipal
governments’ “meager record” of using performance mea-
sures (1995, 42). And, of course, people who report they are
measuring performance may not really be using these mea-
sures for any real purpose. Joyce notes there is “little evi-
dence that performance information is actually used in the
process of making budget decisions” (1997, 59).

2. People can measure the performance of (1) a public agency;
(2) a public program; (3) a nonprofit or for-profit contractor
that is providing a public service; or (4) a collaborative of
public, nonprofit, and for-profit organizations. For brevity, I
usually mention only the agency—though I clearly intend
my reference to a public agency’s performance to include the
performance of its programs, contractors, and collaboratives.

3. Although Hatry provides the usual list of different types of
performance information—input, process, output, outcome,
efficiency, workload, and impact data (1999b, 12)—when
discussing his 10 different purposes (chapter 11), he refers
almost exclusively to outcome measures.

4. These eight purposes are not completely distinct. For example,
learning itself is valuable only when put to some use. Obvi-
ously, two ways to use the learning extracted from perfor-
mance measurements are to improve and to budget. Simi-
larly, evaluation is not an ultimate purpose; to be valuable,
any evaluation has to be used either to redesign programs (to
improve) or to reallocate resources (to budget) by moving
funds into more valuable uses. Even the budgetary purpose
is subordinate to improvement.

Indeed, the other seven purposes are all subordinate to im-
provement. Whenever public managers use performance
measures to evaluate, control, budget, motivate, promote,
celebrate, or learn, they do so only because these activities—
they believe or hope—will help to improve the performance
of government.

There is, however, no guarantee that every use of performance
measures to budget or celebrate will automatically enhance
performance. There is no guarantee that every controlling or
motivational strategy will improve performance. Public man-
agers who seek evaluation or learning measures as a step to-
ward improving performance need to think carefully not only
about why they are measuring, but also about what they will
do with these measurements and how they will employ them
to improve performance.

5. Jolie Bain Pillsbury deserves the credit for explicitly point-
ing out to me that distinctly different purposes for measuring
performance exist. On April 16, 1996, at a seminar at Duke
University, she defined five purposes: evaluate, motivate,
learn, promote, and celebrate (Behn 1997b).

Others, however, have also observed this. For example,
Osborne and Gaebler (1992), in their chapter on “Results
Oriented Government,” employ five headings that capture five
of my eight purposes: “If you don’t measure results, you can’t
tell success from failure” (147) (evaluate); “If you can’t see
success, you can’t reward it” (148) (motivate); “If you can’t
see success, you can’t learn from it” (150) (learn); “If you
can’t recognize failure, you can’t correct it” (152) (improve);
“If you can demonstrate results, you can win public support”
(154) (promote).

6. Anyone who wishes to add a purpose to this list should also
define the characteristics of potential measures that will be
most appropriate for this additional purpose.

7. But isn’t promoting accountability a quite distinct and also
very important purpose for measuring performance? After
all, scholars and practitioners emphasize the connection be-
tween performance measurement and accountability. Indeed,
it is Hatry’s first use of performance information (1999b, 158).

In a report commissioned by the Governmental Accounting
Standards Board on what it calls “service efforts and accom-
plishments [SEA] reporting,” Hatry, Fountain, and Sullivan
(1990) note that SEA measurement reflects the board’s de-
sire “to assist in fulfilling government’s duty to be publicly
accountable and … enable users to assess that accountabil-
ity” (2). Moreover, they argue, without such performance
measures, elected officials, citizens, and other users “are not
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able to fully assess the adequacy of the governmental entity’s
performance or hold it accountable for the management of
taxpayer and other resources” (2–3). Indeed, they continue,
elected officials and public managers have a responsibility
“to be accountable by giving information that will assist the
public in assessing the results of operations” (5).

But what exactly does it mean to hold government account-
able? In a 1989 resolution, the Governmental Accounting
Standards Board called SEA information “an essential ele-
ment of accountability.” Indeed, in this resolution, the agency
“gave considerable weight to the concept of accountability:
of ‘being obliged to explain one’s actions, to justify what one
does’; of being required ‘to answer to the citizenry—justify
the raising of public resources and the purposes for which
they are used’” (Hatry et al. 1990, v). But does the phrase
“hold government accountable” cover only the requirements
to explain, justify, and answer? Or does accountability really
mean punishment?
I find the use of the word “accountability” to be both ubiqui-
tous and ambiguous. Yet it is difficult to examine how perfor-
mance measurement will or might promote accountability
without first deciding what citizens collectively mean by ac-
countability—particularly, what we mean by accountability
for performance. What does it mean to hold a public agency
or manager accountable for performance? Presumably, this
holding-people-accountable-for-performance process would
employ some measure of performance. But what measures
would be most useful for this promoting-accountability pur-
pose? And how would those measures actually be used to
promote accountability? (Or to revise the logical sequence:
How might we use performance measures to promote account-
ability? Then, what measures would be most useful for pro-
moting this accountability?) Before we as a polity can think
analytically and creatively about how we might use perfor-
mance measures to promote accountability, we need to think
more analytically and creatively about what we mean by ac-
countability. For a more detailed discussion of accountabil-
ity—particularly of accountability for performance—see
Behn (2001).

8. Joyce (1997) makes a similar argument: “The ability to mea-
sure performance is inexorably related to a clear understand-
ing of what an agency or program is trying to accomplish”
(50). Unfortunately, he continues, “the U.S. constitutional and
political traditions, particularly at the national and state lev-
els, work against this kind of clarity, because objectives are
open to constant interpretation and reinterpretation at every
stage of the policy process” (60).

9. Although a controlling approach to managing superior–sub-
ordinate relations may be out of style, the same is not neces-
sarily true for how policy makers manage operating agen-
cies. The New Public Management consists of two conflicting
approaches: Letting the managers manage, versus making the
managers manage (Kettl 1997, 447–48). And while the let-
the-managers-manage strategy does, indeed, empower the
managers of public agencies (for example, by giving them
more flexibility), the make-the-managers-manage strategy

does, in some ways, seek to control the managers. Yes, under
a make-the-manager-manage performance contract, the man-
ager has the flexibility to achieve his or her performance tar-
gets; at the same time, these output targets can be thought of
as output “controls.” I am grateful to an anonymous referee
for this insight.

10. For a discussion of the pervasive efforts of public officials
to control the behavior of their subordinates, see the classic
discussion by Landau and Stout (1979).

11. For example, Robert Anthony’s business texts on account-
ing include The Management Control Function (1988) and
(with Vijay Govindarajan) Management Control Systems
(1998). Similarly, his equivalent book (with David W. Young)
for the public and nonprofit sectors is titled Management
Control in Nonprofit Organizations (1999).

12. “Do management information systems lead to greater man-
agement control?” Overman and Loraine (1994, 193) ask
this question and conclude they do not. From an analysis of
99 Air Force contracts, they could not find any relationship
between the quality, detail, and timeliness of information
received from the vendors and the cost, schedule, or quality
of the project. Instead, they argue, “information can sym-
bolize other values in the organization” (194). Still, legisla-
tures, overhead agencies, and line managers seek control
through performance measurement.

13. Melkers and Willoughby (2001) report that 47 of the 50 states
have some form of performance budgeting, which they de-
fine “as requiring strategic planning regarding agency mis-
sion, goals and objectives, and a process that requests quan-
tifiable data that provides meaningful information about
program outcomes” (54). Yet when they asked people in
both the executive and legislative branches of state govern-
ment if their state had implemented performance budget-
ing, they found that “surprisingly, budgeters from a handful
of states (10) disagreed across the branches as to imple-
mentation of performance budget in their state” (59). A hand-
ful? Melkers and Willoughby received responses from both
branches from only 32 states. Thus, in nearly a third of the
states that responded, the legislative-branch respondent dis-
agreed with the executive-branch respondent. Not only is it
difficult to define what performance budgeting is, it is also
difficult to determine whether it has been implemented.

14. A more controversial use of performance measurement to
motivate is the linking of performance data to an individual’s
pay. For a discussion, see Smith and Wallace (1995).

15. Williams, McShane, and Sechrest (1994) worry that “raw
data may be misinterpreted by those without statistical train-
ing” (538), while at the same time “summaries of manage-
ment information based on aggregate data are potentially
dangerous to decision makers” (539). Moreover, they note
the differing assumptions that managers and evaluators bring
to the task of interpreting data: “The administrator often
makes the implicit assumption that a project or operation is
fully capable of succeeding” (541), while “the evaluator is
apt to see the very core of his role as a questioning of the
assumptions behind the project” (541). The evaluator starts
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with the assumption that the program doesn’t work; the
manager, of course, believes that it does.

16. Understanding what is going on inside the black box is dif-
ficult in all of the sciences. Physicists, for example, do not
know what is going on inside the black box of gravity. They
know what happens—they know that two physical objects
attract each other, and they can calculate the strength of that
attraction—but they don’t understand how the inputs of mass
and distance are converted into the output of physical at-
traction. Newton figured out that, to determine very accu-
rately (in a very wide variety of circumstances) the force of
attraction between two objects, you need only three mea-
surable inputs: the mass of the first object, the mass of the
second object, and the distance between them:

F = G × m
1
 × m

2
 / d2

(where G is the universal gravitational constant)

Unfortunately for physicists, this universal law doesn’t work
at the subatomic level: Here, the classical laws of gravita-
tional and electrical attraction between physical objects do
not hold. Thus, when confronted with their inability to even
calculate (using an existing formula) what is happening in-
side one of their black boxes, physicists invent new con-
cepts (Behn 1992)—in this case, for example, the strong
force and the weak force—that they can use to produce cal-
culations that match the behavior they observe. But this does
not mean that physicists understand what creates these in-
side-the-black-box forces.

17. My black box of performance management differs from the
one defined by Ingraham and Kneedler (2000) and Ingraham
and Donahue (2000). In their “new performance model,”
the black box is government management, and the inputs
are politics, policy direction, and resources, all of which are
imbedded in a set of environmental factors or contingen-
cies. In my conception, the black box is the agency (or, more
accurately, the people who work in the agency), the col-
laborative (that is, the people who staff both the agency and
its various partners), or society (the collection of citizens).
Management and leadership are inputs that seek to improve
the performance of the black box by convincing the envi-
ronment to provide better inputs and by attempting to influ-
ence the diligence, intelligence, and creativity with which
those inside the black box convert the other inputs into out-
puts and outcomes.

18. If all of the data are indeed random, analysts who use the
traditional 5 percent threshold for statistical significance and
who check out 20 potentially causal variables will identify
(on average) one of these variables as statistically signifi-
cant. If they test 100 variables, they will (on average) find
five that are statistically significant.

19. Perhaps this explains why formal performance evaluation
has attracted a larger following and literature than has per-
formance learning, let alone performance improvement.

20. A note of caution: Using outcomes to evaluate an organiza-
tion’s performance makes sense, except that the organiza-
tion’s performance is not the only factor affecting the out-
comes. Yet, cognitive psychologists have identified the

“outcome effect” in the evaluation of managerial perfor-
mance. This outcome effect causes the evaluators of a
manager’s decision to give more weight to the actual out-
come than is warranted given the circumstances—particu-
larly, the uncertainty—under which the original decision was
made. That is, when an evaluator considers a decision made
by a manager, who could only make an uncertain, probabi-
listic guess about the future state of one or more important
variables, the evaluator will give higher marks when the
outcome seems to validate the initial choice than when the
outcome doesn’t—even when the circumstances of the de-
cision are precisely the same (Baron and Hershey 1988;
Lipshitz 1989; Hawkins and Hastie 1990; Hershey and Baron
1992; Ghosh and Ray 2000).

21. In business, Kaplan and Norton (1992) emphasize, the chal-
lenge is to figure out how to make an “explicit linkage be-
tween operations and finance” (79). They emphasize, “the
hard truth is that if improved [internal, operational] perfor-
mance fails to be reflected in the bottom line, executives
should reexamine the basic assumptions of their strategy
and mission” (77).
The same applies in government. Public managers need an
explicit link between operations and outcomes. If they use
output (or process) measures to motivate people in their
agency to ratchet up performance, and yet the outcomes that
these outputs (or processes) are supposed to produce don’t
improve, they need to reexamine their strategy—and their
assumptions about how these outputs (or processes) may or
may not contribute to the desired outcomes.

22. In some ways, measures that are designed to motivate inter-
nal improvements in a public agency’s performance appear
to correspond to the measures that Kaplan and Norton de-
sign for their internal business perspective. Such internal
measures help managers to focus on critical internal opera-
tions, write Kaplan and Norton. “Companies should decide
what processes and competencies they must excel at and
specify measures for each.” Then, they continue “managers
must devise measures that are influenced by employees’ ac-
tions” (1992, 74–75). That is, to motivate their employees
to improve internal operations, a firm’s leaders need output
measures.

23. In January 2002, when he announced his campaign for state
treasurer, Daniel A. Grabauskas emphasized that, as the Mas-
sachusetts registrar of motor vehicles, he had cut waiting
time by over an hour (Klein 2002).

24. For the general public, NAPA’s advisory panel suggests,
performance measures need to be suitably summarized
(NAPA 1994, 23).

25. When attempting to select a measure to promote a public
agency’s achievements, it is not obvious which performance
measure will capture citizens’ concerns. What, for example,
do the citizens visiting their state division of motor vehicles
really care about? They might care about how long they
wait in line. They might care less about how long they wait
in line if they know, when they first get in line, how long
they will have to wait. Some might say they will be quite
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happy to wait 29 minutes, but not 30. Or, they might not
care how long they wait as long as they can do it in a com-
fortable chair. Thus, before selecting a measure to promote
the agency’s performance, the agency’s leadership should
make some effort—through polls, focus groups, or customer
surveys—to determine what the public wants.
Polls or focus groups, however, may produce only a theo-
retical answer. Have people who visit the DMV only bien-
nially really thought through what they want? A customer
survey—administered as people leave the DMV (or while
they wait)—might produce a better sense of how people
really measure the agency’s performance.

26. Actually, managers don’t need to identify the best practice.
To improve their organization’s performance, they need only
to identify a better practice.

27. To promote the division of motor vehicles with the public,
managers may simply publish the average length of time
that citizens wait in line at the DMV office (compared, per-
haps, with the average wait in similar lines). Waiting time is
an easily understood concept. Yet, when an organization
reports its waiting time, it rarely explains that this number
is the average waiting time because this is what people im-
plicitly assume.
To learn, however, the average wait is too much of a sum-
mary statistic. The average wait obscures all of the interest-
ing deviances that can be found only in the disaggregated
data: What branch has a wait time that is half the statewide
average (and what can the division learn from this)? What
day of the month or hour of the day has the longest wait
time (and what might the division do about this)? From such
deviances, the DMV’s managers can learn what is working
best within their agency and what needs to be fixed.

28. After all, if any individual had expected a major deviance,
he or she presumably would have done something to pre-
vent it. Of course, an individual might have anticipated this
deviance but also anticipated that it would be labeled a mi-
nor mistake rather than a huge failure (and thus they, too,
have an opportunity to learn because, although they had
expected the event, they did not expect it would be called a
failure.) Or, an individual may have anticipated the failure
but may not have been in a position to prevent it or to con-
vince those who could prevent it that it would really hap-
pen. Or an individual may have anticipated the failure and
hoped it would occur because its consequences (which were
unanticipated by others) would further the individual’s own
agenda. Or an individual may have anticipated the failure
but gambled that the probability of the failure, combined
with its personal costs, were less than the certain personal
costs of exposing his or her own responsibility for the causes
behind this (potential, future) failure. Some people may have
anticipated the failure, but certainly not everyone did.

29. The evaluator’s ideal, of course, is that “only one new strat-
egy should be introduced in one [organization],” while the
baseline strategy “would go on in a demographically simi-
lar [organization].” Public executives, however, rarely are
able to conduct the evaluator’s “carefully controlled field
experiment” (Karmen 2000, 95). Moreover, if the manager

believes that two strategies will have an synergistic effect,
he or she will—quite naturally—choose to implement them
simultaneously in the same jurisdiction.

30. This suggests the limitations of performance budgeting as a
strategy for improving performance: How much do budget
officials know about how budget allocations affect the in-
side-the-black-box behaviors that improve performance? Do
they really know which changes in the budget inputs will
create the kind of complex inside-the-black-box interactions
that can create improvements in organizational outputs, and
thus societal outcomes?

31. Managers could simply allocate the available funds to the
existing activities that are (using strictly internal compari-
sons) most efficient. Without some external standard of ef-
ficiency, however, they could spend all of their appropria-
tions on completely inefficient operations.

32. Measuring performance against similar public agencies in a
way that facilitates useful comparisons among jurisdictions
is not easy. Agencies and jurisdictions organize themselves
differently. They collect different kinds of data. They define
inputs, processes, outputs, and outcomes differently. Con-
sequently, obtaining comparable data is difficult—some-
times impossible. To make valid comparisons, someone must
undertake the time-consuming task that Ammons, Coe, and
Lombardo call “data cleaning” (2001, 102).

Still, even when perfectly similar data have been collected
from multiple jurisdictions, making useful comparisons is
also difficult. Is one city reporting higher performance data
for a particular agency because its leadership is more in-
spiring or inventive, because the agency has inherited a more
effective organizational structure, because its political and
managerial leadership has adopted a strategy designed to
focus on some outcomes and not others, because the city
council established the agency’s mission as a higher prior-
ity, because the city council was willing to invest in modern
technology, or because more of its citizens are cooperating
fully? Even comparing performance measures for such a
fundamental public service as trash collection is not simple.
For a more detailed discussion of why benchmarking per-
formance results among local governments may be more
difficult than theorized, see Coe (1999, 111).

33. Criticism of public-sector service delivery has increased in
the last two decades because a number of the traditional
process measures for public-sector services—such as the
time spent in a line or the ease of navigating a Web site—
can easily be compared with the same process measures for
the private sector, and because many private-sector firms
have made a concerted effort to improve the process mea-
sures that customers value. Once people become accustomed
to a short wait at their bank or when calling a toll-free num-
ber—once they learn that it is technically possible to ensure
the wait is brief—they expect the same short wait from all
other organizations, both private and public.

34. For a discussion of how accountability has become a code
word for punishment and how we might make it mean some-
thing very different, see Behn (2001).
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35. Peters and Waterman (1982, 268) attribute it to Mason Haire.

36. For example, in business, Kaplan and Norton write, “return-
on-investment and earnings-per-share can give misleading
signals for continuous improvement and innovation” (1992,
71).

37. Kaplan and Norton also argue their balanced scorecard
“guards against suboptimization.” Because the leadership
is measuring a variety of indicators of the organization’s

performance, people in the organization will avoid focus-
ing on one measure (or one kind of measure) at the expense
of some others; after all, an “improvement in one area may
have been achieved at the expense of another.” And, even if
a part of the organization chooses to focus on one perfor-
mance indicator and ignore the others, the leadership—be-
cause it is measuring a variety of things—is much more apt
to catch this suboptimal behavior (1992, 72).
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People should be paid for their
performance. The better performers
should be paid more. The poorer
performers should be paid less. That's
what America is all about.

America is about opportunity. About
the opportunity to excel. About the
opportunity to work hard and be
rewarded for your work.

America is a meritocracy. In America,
we don't determine people's pay by
checking out their parents or their
ancestors. We don't determine people's
pay by checking out their college. We
don't determine people's pay by checking
out how long they have worked. In
America, we determine people's pay by
checking on their performance. Anything
else would be—well—it would be a
communist plot.

We all believe that, right? We all want
our own pay to reflect our own individual
performance. We accept that, perhaps, a
few people might be better performers.
But we all know—each one of us
knows—that we are quite good, very
good. In fact, each one of us knows, deep
down, that we are damn good. Thus, if
our organization would just base our pay
on our performance, we would do damn
well.

I suspect that everyone in this
audience today believes all of these
ideas. I suspect that everyone here
believes that he or she would personally
be better off if Colorado would employ
these ideas. I suspect that everyone here
believes that, if Colorado would just
employ these ideas, government
performance would jump significantly.

I don't.

Some of you would, of course, be
personally better off if Colorado
employed these ideas. But I do not think
that the performance of state government
would jump. Rather, I think, employee
morale would plummet—and so would
performance.

Thus, my challenge for today is to
convince just one person of the fallacy of
this kind of performance-pay thinking.
That's why I am glad there are so many
people here today. The more people, the
better my chances of converting one of
you.

So, you can see, my performance
objective is specific, my measurement
standard is clear, and my result can be
checked. I hope that in the following few
minutes, I can convince just one of you
that your faith in pay for performance is
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unmerited, that pay for performance is
not an effective way to motivate people,
that pay for performance is not an
effective way to increase organizational
performance, and that there is a better
way to motivate your people to ratchet
up their individual performance and,
more importantly, the collective
performance of your entire organization.

An Experiment in Managing People

What possibly could be wrong with
pay for performance? Let's try a simple
experiment: You are a manager. Look at
the person to your left. Look at the
person to your right. You manage two
people. You manage the two people
sitting on either side of you.

You undoubtedly know these two
people. You probably know them quite
well. So you are in a good position to
evaluate them—to determine which one
of them has performed in a way that
merits a performance bonus.

Think about this: You have only one
performance bonus to give out. To which
one of these people will you give the
performance bonus? Think about this
carefully. Which of these two people is
the best performer? Have you decided?
Okay.

Now lean over to the person to whom
. . . Stop!

Don't do it. We can't afford too many
fights in this room. The management of
the Breckenridge Resort will never let us
come back. Please don't say anything to
the person to whom you have decided to
give the performance bonus. For, when
you do, you will be turning your back on
the other person—the individual who,
you have decided, does not merit a
performance bonus. And when your back
is turned, who knows what this person
might do.

Actually, I didn't notice anyone who
really moved. Most people seemed to be
meticulously looking exactly straight
forward. Most people leaned neither left
nor right. Most people did not want to tip
their hand. Jeff over here did lean to his

right. But he could do that only because
he did not have anyone sitting to his left.

You may well have decided in your
own mind which person—the one to the
left or the one to the right—deserved this
performance bonus. But how much
would you gain by informing this person
that you recognized the outstanding
quality of his or her performance? Sure,
it could have gained you something. But
would that gain offset the cost of
implicitly telling the other individual that
he or she is not outstanding?

Sure you thought both of these
people were pretty good. You wouldn''t
have even bothered to sit next to them if
you didn't think this. But suppose you
were forced to tell one of the two of them
that he or she was not as good as the
other? Would that have helped you
manage these two people? Or would it
have hurt?

Now, think of these two individuals
not as the people who work for you, but
as the people for whom you work. How
would you have reacted if the two people
sitting on either side of you had both
leaned away from you? How would you
have reacted if both of them had decided
that you were not quite as outstanding a
performer as someone else? Would you
have immediately recognized the wisdom
of their choice?

Check out the two people on your left
and right who are one seat away from
you. How good are they? How good are
they really?

Would you have said to yourself:
"These two other people are really
outstanding. Of course, I'm good too. I'm
really good. But I'm not quite as good as
the two people selected"? Would you
have been so dispassionate, so
analytical?

Or would you have said to
yourself—and perhaps to some of your
friends—"How could management have
picked these people over me?"

W. Edwards Deming, did not like the
"evaluation of performance," or the "merit
rating," or the "annual review." In his
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book, Out of the Crisis, Deming wrote: "It
nourishes short-term performance,
annihilates long-term planning, builds
fear, demolishes teamwork, nourishes
rivalry and politics." Then, just in case
you thought Deming was equivocating,
he continued: "It leaves people bitter,
crushed, bruised, battered, desolate,
despondent, dejected, feeling inferior,
some even depressed, unfit for work for
weeks after receipt of rating, unable to
comprehend why they are inferior."1

Why don't I like pay for performance?
I am not opposed to the principle of
paying people for their contribution to an
organization's performance. But I am
opposed to the practice of doing so. For,
too often, most systems of pay for
performance actually hurt performance.
Organizations that base each individual's
pay on individual performance
undermine individual morale and thus
reduce collective performance. Unless
you can design a pay-for-performance
system that uniquely and subtly meshes
with the precise purpose, culture, and
norms of your organization, as well as
with its particular personalities, you will
create a system that will actually lower
your organization's performance.

Five Reasons Why Pay for
Performance Undermines
Organizational Performance

Why?  Why does pay for performance
hurt performance? I think there are five
reasons why.

Reason 1: Most people think they are
outstanding.

Have you ever listened to "A Prairie
Home Companion"? Do you remember
how Garrison Keillor ends his
monologue? "And that's the news from
Lake Wobegon, where all the women are
strong, all the men are good looking, and
all the children are above average." That,
of course, is mathematically impossible.
All the children in Lake Wobegon cannot
be above average. In fact, roughly half of
them have to be below average.

Which ones of you are below average?
Let's see the hands? Wow! This is an

impressive group. Only one person who
works in state government in Colorado is
below average. The below-average ones
must all be working in North Carolina.

Except, if I asked the same question
in North Carolina, I would get the same
response. Most people think they are
above average. In fact, most people think
that they are way above average.

In their book, In Search of Excellence,
Tom Peters and Robert Waterman
reported on a psychological study. The
subjects were asked to evaluate
themselves in terms of leadership.
Seventy percent of the subjects ranked
themselves in the top one-quarter in
leadership. Just two percent thought
they were below average.2

Other research has produced similar
results. In a survey of school principals
in New Jersey, 74 percent rated
themselves in the top ten percent.
Indeed, when these principals were
asked whether or not they were in the
top fifty percent, the answer was
unanimous. They all were.3

In New Jersey, all of the school
principals are above average.

As Peters and Waterman wrote: "We
all think we are tops."4

Reason 2: When people are told they
are doing well, they improve their
performance. When people are
told they are doing poorly, their
performance drops.

If you want people to improve their
performance, tell them that they are top
performers. If you want people to
decrease their performance, tell them
that they are poor performers.

The old adage is: "Nothing succeeds
like success." But that isn't quite
accurate. Reality isn't quite as catchy. A
more accurate adage might be something
like: "Nothing succeeds like telling people
they are succeeding." That is, if you want
people to perform better, tell them that
they are already doing well. Swelled
heads perform a lot better than deflated
egos.
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Yet most systems of pay for
performance create many more deflated
egos than swelled heads.

Several years ago, the Wyoming
legislature created a performance-pay
system. The top twenty percent of the
people in each unit would receive a
performance bonus. This performance
bonus was $400. And it was to be
distributed to the top performers in
twelve increments in their monthly
paycheck.

What did the agencies in Wyoming
do? Some voted. Some drew straws.
Some gave the money to a few people
who wrote checks to others. Some gave
the money to a few people who used it to
throw a party. Some gave the money
back.

Why? Why did they do this? Because
they recognized that this system would
automatically tell 80 percent of the state
employees that they were poor
performers. Because they recognized that
this would hurt morale, undermine
professional friendships, and harm
performance.

Even people who thought they might
win didn't want to win. For a measly $33
per month—or less than $25 per month
after taxes—the winners would have to
endure the wrath of their colleagues:
"And what makes you such a hot shot?"
Many people thought that getting the
performance bonus really wasn't
winning.

But all the losers would know that
they had been publicly labeled losers.

Reason 3: The performance of most
organizations depends upon
teamwork.

In some organizations, the total
performance of the organization is
strictly the sum of the individual
performances of its employees. In most
organizations, however, there is a lot of
synergy. What I can accomplish depends
upon how well you perform. What you
can accomplish depends upon how well
I perform. In a well-functioning
organization, the total organizational

performance is more than the sum of the
individual performances.

Thus, it is inherently difficult to
measure individual performance. Indeed,
it may often be impossible. Moreover, if
my contribution to the organization's
performance is off this year, is that
because my own performance has
slipped? Or is it because the
performance of the people upon whom I
depend has slipped?

Many years ago, Steve Kerr, now the
chief learning officer at General Electric,
wrote an important article: "On the Folly
of Rewarding A, While Hoping for B."5

And that simple, ten-word title clearly
summarizes Kerr's basic idea. Kerr
illustrated this point with a variety of
examples. 

Another example is how most
organizations pursue teamwork. We
want teamwork. Obviously, we want
teamwork. Yet we reward only individual
work. We don't reward teamwork. We
just hope for teamwork. What folly.

Reason 4: All evaluations of
individual performance are
subjective.

In some cases, of course, it is
possible to evaluate people based on
piece work. Frederick Winslow Taylor,
the founder of scientific management,
advocated piece work. Pay people for
precisely what they produce. Each
machinist at the famous Midvale Steel
Works was paid for the number of axles
or piston rods he produced. That, of
course, is pay for performance.

But what happens when performance
cannot be measured by the number of
axles or piston rods produced. What if an
individual's performance depends upon
the work of others—upon team work.
What if an individual's performance has
a certain quality component to it? What
if we want machinists to produce not
just axles but excellent axles? What if we
want teachers to produce not just high-
school graduates but excellent
graduates?

What if we want teachers to produce
socially responsible and economically
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productive high-school graduates? And
suppose we can't really measure how
economically productive—let alone
socially responsible—these high-school
graduates are. Then, we either
subjectively evaluate people; or we
subjectively choose an objective
performance measure that fails to
capture exactly what we are trying to
produce.

Reason 5: All systems of pay for
performance have intended and
unintended consequences.

Pay for performance is designed to
affect the motivation of employees. And it
will. But not always in the ways that the
performance-pay advocates intend.

Pay for performance is designed to
motivate people to focus their time and
energy on some tasks. And, of course, it
is implicitly designed to motivate people
to focus less time and energy on others
tasks. And it will.

People will do more of some things
and less of others. But will they do more
of what you intended—of what you really
want? Or will they respond in ways that
you didn't predict?

Like many other states, North
Carolina created an accountability
system for its school teachers. "It is
time," people said, "to hold teachers
accountable." What were the key
components of this accountability
system? Three were important:

First, if the school at which you teach
is a low-performing school, you would
not be eligible for a bonus. Second, if the
school at which you teach is low
performing, you would have to get
recertified.  Third, if the school at which6

you teach is low performing, your friends
would read about it on the front page of
the newspaper.

Which schools in North Carolina are
low performing? You can do a pretty
good job identifying candidate schools
without leaving Colorado. A little
demographic analysis will take you a
long way.

Of course, a number of teachers did
this kind of demographic analysis. They
identified the schools with the students
who needed the most help. And then
they decided to go teach in these
schools. And then the state decided to
reward this socially-responsible behavior
by denying these teachers an
opportunity for a bonus, by making them
get recertified, and by exposing them to
public ridicule.

What kind of behavior do you think
this reward system motivated?

The Three Problems of Implementing
Pay for Performance in Government

In addition to these five general
reasons why pay for performance is
unlikely to improve performance in most
organizations—in public or private
organizations—there are three specific
reasons why it is unlikely to prove
effective in public agencies.

Government Reason 1: Most public-
sector, pay-for-performance
systems have two deadly defects.

When designing a pay-for-
performance system, most legislators
make two important assumptions: First,
they assume that the vast majority of
public employees are not performing at a
level sufficient to merit a performance
bonus or merit raise. Second, they
assume that a small bonus or raise will
be sufficient to motivate incredible jumps
in performance. These two assumptions
lead directly to two defects in most
government systems of paying people for
performance.

The first deadly defect of most public-
sector, pay-for-performance schemes is
that they specifically and significantly
limit the number of people who can
receive the bonus or raise. Often the
limit is about twenty percent: No more
than 20 percent of the employees in any
department, agency, bureau, or other
work unit can win the bonus or raise.
Thus, someone or some group has to
decide which 20 percent of the people
will get the bonus or raise and which 80
percent will not.
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Sometimes the number of eligibles
will be limited to 10 or 15 percent.
Rarely, however, is it greater than 25
percent.

Thus, in such a pay-for-performance
system, the manager of every work unit
is forced to tell eighty percent of his or
her staff that their performance does not
merit a performance bonus or merit
raise. This is motivating? This will
improve the organization's performance?

I doubt it. For in announcing the
winners, the manager is also announcing
the losers. And for every winner, there
will be many more losers. Maybe the
ratio will be three to one. Maybe the ratio
will be nine to one. Regardless, this kind
of pay-for-performance system requires
the public manager to disabuse the vast
majority or his or her staff that they are
outstanding.

And how will the losers react? Will
they congratulate the winners? Will they
immediately recognize your wisdom in
choosing Susie Smith and Ivan
Rodriguez? Will they quickly agree that
these 2 people are tops in your 10-
person unit? Or, will they grumble?

And what will happen to their future
performance? Susie and Ivan may well
increase their performance. They may be
inspired by their success. They may seek
to prove that their award was truly
warranted. They have been told that they
are top performers, and thus,
psychologists suggest, they will improve
their performance.

But what about the other eight
members of your ten-person unit? What
will happen to their future performance?
You have just told them that they are
underperforming —compared, at least,
with each individual's own expectation
that he or she is above average. Will they
try to beat out Susie and Ivan next year?
Do they think they have a chance to beat
out Susie or Ivan?

Or will they sulk? Will they
rationalize: "How can I perform when the
system stinks and my boss doesn't
appreciate my work?" In the future,

psychologists suggest, the performance
of these losers will drop.

The second deadly defect of most
government pay-for-performance
systems is that they limit the bonus or
raise to $2000, or $1000, or maybe just
$500. The operating assumption appears
to be that most governmental employees
could improve their performance
significantly and that they would do so if
given a chance at earning an additional
$1000. 

Suppose you are a public employee.
And suppose that you really need an
extra $1000. Suppose you want to buy
your spouse a special birthday present.
Or you want to send your kid off to a
great summer camp. Or you owe $1000
to a loan shark. Suppose you really want
or need an extra $1000. What are your
options? I can think of at least three.

Your first option would be to work
harder and smarter. You could assume
that you are sufficiently better than your
colleagues. You could also assume that
you are sufficiently better than your
colleagues in convincing the boss that
you are better. And thus you could try to
improve your performance in an attempt
to be one of the twenty-percent who win
the performance bonus. Your first option
is to play the pay-for-performance
lottery.

Your second option would be to get a
part-time job at the local mall. To earn
$1,000 at the current minimum wage of
$5.15 per hour, you need to work a total
of 194 hours. That's 24 eight-hour days.
So, if you want $1,000 to send your kid
to camp, you need to spend half a year's
worth of Saturdays working at the local
mall. Of course, a competent state
employee is likely to command more
than the minimum wage at those stores
that seem to always have a help-wanted
sign in the window. At $10 an hour, its
only takes a hundred hours to earn
$1000. If you really needed the money,
you could work those hundred hours in
five weekends.7

Your third option, of course, would
simply be to find a better paying job.
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If you really needed an extra $1000,
which would you choose?

Government Reason 2: It is
impossible to guarantee that the
pay-for-performance system will
continue into the future.

It is a basic rule of constitutional
democracies that one legislature cannot
bind the next one. One legislature can
create and fund a pay-for-performance
system. But it cannot guarantee that the
next legislature will continue it.

Legislators love pay for performance.
They love it in principle. They love the
general concept. They love to pontificate
on the importance of paying people
strictly for their performance. After all,
what built America? Motherhood, apple
pie, and pay for performance.

But legislators are less enamored
with the reality of funding pay for
performance. They love the concept but
not the budget implications. And thus,
they cheat a little when funding the
concept. Maybe in the first year they will
fund it to the level that they promised.
But this does not guarantee that the
funding will continue. And, often it does
not.

Two researchers at the University of
Northern Colorado examined four of the
earliest efforts to link pay to performance
in K-12 education. They found that of
these four states—South Carolina,
Texas, Indiana, and Kentucky—three
eventually reduced their pay-for-
performance funding significantly.8

If you want to create some kind of
system of official rewards to improve
performance, you have to convince
people that the system and its
accompanying rewards are permanent.
Why should people strive to achieve your
rewards if you can reduce or withdrawn
them at any time? Yet, the inherent
uncertainly in the guarantee that the
legislature will fund future rewards
undermines  any  mot ivat ional
effectiveness of these rewards.

Government Reason 3: When the
watchdogs expose something as
slightly off, the entire system can
be wiped out.

When you use money to reward a few
people and not others, some people are
apt to second guess your decision. Some
of these second guessers will be
employees. Some of these second
guessers will be journalists, auditors,
inspectors general, or legislators. Some
of these second guessers will be sticking
up for their friends. Some will simply be
looking for someone to second guess. It
doesn't make any difference.

Many of your performance-pay
decisions will be subjective. Thus, these
decisions can be second guessed. Thus,
these decisions will be second guessed.

And once people start second
guessing one or several of the
performance-pay decisions, they will also
start second guessing the entire
performance-pay system. They may
challenge it legally. They may challenge
it politically. But they will challenge it.

And because most of the individual
performance-pay decisions will have
necessarily been subjective, these
second guessers will easily be able to
portray several of these decisions as silly,
or wrong-headed, or discriminatory, or
stupid, or corrupt. And once that
happens, the pay-for-performance
system will have to be terminated.

Eight Principles for Improving
Human and Organizational
Performance

So what should you as a public
manager do? What can you as a public
manager do? How can you enhance the
performance of your organization? How
can you motivate people to improve their
individual and collective performance?

Here are eight principles to employ
when creating a system for motivating
improved human and organizational
performance.
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Performance Principle 1: Offer
enough base pay to attract
talented, dedicated people.

If you want to attract capable people,
you have to offer attractive pay. It is
extremely difficult to use money to get
people to do a better job. But it much
easier to use money to get people to take
a job.

Let me make this distinction clear. If
the University of Colorado offered me a
job at double my current salary, I would
certainly consider moving from North
Carolina to Colorado. I would, of course,
consider a number of other factors: the
nature of the two jobs; the quality of the
facilities and collegial support; the
quality of life; family concerns. But I
would certainly consider taking the
Colorado job.

But once having taken this job at
double the salary, would I work twice as
hard? You and I both doubt it. And,
having taken this job at double the
salary, would the possibility of a $1000
or $5000 bonus then motivate me to
work twice as hard. Again, you and I
both doubt it.

Money can buy someone's body. But
money can't buy that person's mind.

So how do you buy the intelligence,
the energy, the time, and the
commitment of your people? That brings
me to my second performance principle.

Performance Principle 2: Give people
an important mission to achieve.

Why did people go to work for your
state agency? Because they couldn't get
a job at Coors or the Cherry Creek Mall?
Or because they thought your agency did
something important, and they wanted
to make a contribution?

That is your advantage. Your
o rgan i za t ion  does  some th ing
important—something that is important
to citizens. And that importance is
something that you can use to motivate
your people. Give them something to
achieve. Give them a specific
performance target. Give them

something challenging to achieve. If you
want to motivate people, you have to give
them something significant to
accomplish.

Performance Principle 3: Don't create
systems that automatically label
lots of people as losers.

Most motivational systems rely upon
some form of competition. And that
competition creates a few winners.
Mostly, however, it creates losers—lots of
losers. And people who have been
publicly labeled as losers are not very
motivated. In fact, they are very
demotivated.

So, if you don't want to demotivate
your people, don't design a competition
that automatically labels most of your
people as losers. And, if you create a
form of competition that pits people
against each other, you will
automatically create losers.

But there is another form of
competition that does not automatically
create losers. People can compete
against a goal, rather than against each
other. 

Such competition against a goal does
not necessarily label anyone as a loser.
You can give each team a specific task,
and then reward that team when it
accomplishes its task. You don't have to
reward only the team that accomplishes
its task first or reward only the team that
accomplishes the most tasks. When a
team accomplishes its preassigned task,
you can reward it. This way you can
reward every team. This way you can
give every team and every individual the
opportunity to be a winner.9

Performance Principle 4: Find lots of
mechanisms to tell people they
are winners. (And don't rely on
financial incentives.)

If you are going to reward everyone,
you can't use money. You can't rely upon
financial incentives. The legislature is
not going to give you enough money to
permit you to give individual bonuses to
each of your employees.
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So stop thinking about money.

And start thinking about all of the
different ways you can publicly recognize
people for their success. You can ask
them to explain what they have
accomplished to their colleagues. You
can give them a visible, responsible,
cherished assignment. You can make
sure that they get the training or
experience necessary to warrant a
promotion. You can give them a new,
fancy computer. You can tell their
spouse what they have accomplished.

Performance Principle 5: Reward
teamwork.

If you want teamwork, you have to
reward teamwork. If you want people to
work cooperatively in teams, you have to
reward people for working cooperatively.
This means that you need to reward not
individuals, but teams. When you
observe that a team is doing an
outstanding job, don't just give the
employee of the month award to the
team leader. Give it to the team. Don't
just ask the team's leader to explain how
the team achieved its performance
target. Ask the entire team to make the
presentation. 

Performance Principle 6: Make it
easy to terminate obnoxiously
poor performers.

Within any organization, nothing is
more demotivating than the employee
who simply refuses to contribute. Within
any organization, nothing is more
demoralizing than the employee who
exploits civil-service protections to keep
a job while doing nothing. Within any
organization, nothing is more disruptive
than the employee who flaunts his or her
skill at getting away with doing nothing.

Most public employees are never
going to see a performance bonus or a
merit raise. But every day, these public
employees see the obnoxious goof-off
doing nothing. Every day, this obnoxious
goof-off reminds them of how unfair the
personnel system is. Every day, this
obnoxious goof-off suggests to them that
their agency is incompetent, that their
managers are uncaring, that their

dedication is irrational, and that their
effort is wasted.

If you really want to do something to
lift the morale of everyone in your
organization, don't concentrate your
energies on rewarding your few stars.
Instead, concentrate on getting rid of the
very few but very demoralizing goof-offs.

If you want to make one change in
the formal personnel system, don't focus
on giving managers the opportunity to
give monetary rewards to their stars.
Instead, make it easier for managers to
fire their obnoxious goof-offs.

Performance Principle 7: Ask line
managers if your system helps
them to improve performance.

Once you've adopted one of these
principles, once you've made a change,
don't assume that it will work according
to your theory. Ask the managers who
have to live with the system. Ask them if
the change helps them. Ask them if the
change helps their organization improve
performance.

Is it really easier to fire an
incompetent employee? If so, has this
improved employee morale and
enhanced organizational performance?

Is it now possible to reward teams? If
so, are managers actually rewarding
teams? And if managers are rewarding
teams, has this improved teamwork and
enhanced organizational performance?

Don't assume that the system is
working the way it was designed to work.
Murphy lurks everywhere.

Performance Principle 8: Don't carve
your new system in stone; rather,
be prepared to make the
inevitably necessary changes.

Indeed, the system won't work
precisely as planned. No matter how
smart you are, no matter how much
analysis you do, the new system won't
work precisely as planned. It will have to
be checked and adjusted. Indeed, it will
have to be continuously checked and
frequently adjusted.
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So accept that you will have to make
changes. Create a system that is easy to
change.

Managing the Graduates of Lake
Wobegon High School

In Lake Wobegon, all the children are
above average. But they don't like the
long Minnesota winters. So when they
grow up, they leave home. And guess
what? They move to Colorado. And now,
they work for you. Every individual who
works for you believes that he or she is
above average.

So if you want to destroy the morale,
the teamwork, and the performance of
your organization, here is a simple
formula: At the end of this fiscal year, on
July 1, post the names of the top twenty-
percent of the people in your
organization. You don't even need any
money. You don't need to disappoint the
eighty-percent who are losers by failing
to give them any money.

If you want to reduce your
organization's performance, all you have
to do is to publicly declare that the vast
majority of your people are losers.

Conversely, if you want to improve
your organization's performance, provide
lots of opportunities for everyone in your
agency to demonstrate—to themselves
and to others—that they are winners.

Notes

Robert D. Behn
Kennedy School of Government

Harvard University
79 John F. Kennedy Street

Cambridge, MA 02138
617-495-9874

redsox@ksg.harvard.edu
www.ksg.harvard.edu/TheBehnReport


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10



